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Abstract
Steinbauer, Robert Ph.D. The University of Memphis. August 2014. Mentor
Influence on Protégé Moral Disengagement: A Longitudinal Investigation. Major
Professor: Robert Renn, Ph.D.
Scholars have recently started to assess mentors’ influence on protégés’ ethics.
This dissertation joins this conversation by investigating how mentors shape their
protégés’ moral disengagement. Current conceptualizations of moral disengagement
focus primarily on individual characteristics as predictors and downplay environmental
factors. However, moral disengagement theory is rooted in social cognitive theory, which
hypothesizes that learning results not only from its consequences but also from observing
others in the social environment. Because mentors are a key part of a protégés “social
environment”, I reason that protégés’ moral disengagement is affected by mentors’
ethical leadership skills, moral identity, moral awareness, and moral disengagement and
that this effect is stronger if the dyads share a high quality exchange relationship. The
findings suggest that mentors’ ethical leadership, moral identity internalization, and
moral awareness influence their protégés’ moral disengagement and thereby contribute to
research in moral disengagement and mentoring. The findings are also expected to have
practical implications.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
“Everyone Who Makes It Has a Mentor” (Collins & Scott, 1978). Mentoring is a
process during which an individual with more experience (the mentor) provides
psychological and/or instrumental support and guidance to an individual with less
experience (the protégé) in a dyadic relationship to facilitate the protégé’s personal and/or
professional development (DuBois & Karcher, 2005; Eby, Rhodes, & Allen, 2007;
Jacobi, 1991; Kram, 1985; J. E. Rhodes, 2005). Mentoring has been used to develop less
experienced individuals since ancient Greece, and its positive effects on protégés’
behavior, attitudes, motivation, health, and overall career have been well documented (de
Tormes Eby et al., 2012; Kram, 1983, 1985).
While most organization scholars have focused their attention on identifying how
mentoring improves protégés’ success in organizations (e.g., sales performance, income,
career satisfaction), there is evidence that it also has potential to reduce protégés’ aggressive
and deviant behaviors (e.g., lying and stealing) and improve their helping behaviors (e.g.,
organizational citizenship behavior) (Eby, Allen, Evans, Ng, & DuBois, 2008; Eby et al.,
2012). While these findings suggest that mentoring may influence a wide range of
protégés’ ethical conduct, empirical research in this area is very limited and the findings
are often inconclusive. For example, McManus and Subramaniam (2009) hypothesized
that perceived mentor social support will positively relate to protégés recognizing
unethical situations and unethical conduct of senior colleagues. However, in their sample
of 603 early career accountants from 201 Australian accounting firms, they found the
opposite to be true – higher levels of perceived mentor social support were significantly
and negatively related to both outcomes. This indicates the need to identify specific
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mentor characteristics that may influence protégés’ ethics (McManus & Subramaniam,
2009; Moberg, 2000; Weaver, Treviño, & Agle, 2005)– especially since mentoring
provides a unique opportunity to instill strong ethical values, decision making and conduct in
protégés early in their business careers (Goosen & Van Vuuren, 2005).
Ethics is defined as a set of moral principles that guide conduct and scholars often
pick specific behaviors (e.g., cheating, lying, stealing, fraud, etc.) to operationalize
individual ethics. While this scattered approach has advanced our knowledge of
antecedents and consequences of specific unethical acts (see Craft 2012 and Treviño,
Weaver, and Reynolds 2006 for reviews), the field would benefit from better
understanding the common dynamics that may be shared by multiple or all unethical
conduct. Moral disengagement theory (Bandura, 1986) clarifies common underlying
cognitive processes and complements ethical decision making models (e.g., Rest, 1986;
S. J. Reynolds, 2006b) by explaining how individuals rationalize and legitimize their
unethical conduct. Detert, Treviño, and Sweitzer (2008) call it a “coherent theory that ties
together all of these cognitive mechanisms or tactics by explaining how they all serve to
deactivate moral self-regulatory processes” (p. 376).
Moral disengagement is a cognitive process that enables individuals to
temporarily disable their moral standards at the behavioral level and engage in
transgressive conduct without experiencing negative emotions for violating their moral
standards. It thereby provides a boundary condition to moral agency which assumes that
individuals act according to their moral standards to avoid negative emotions and
increase their self-worth (Bandura, 2002a). For example, most individuals are familiar
and agree with the sixth commandment – thou shalt not kill. However, Gallup
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interviewed 1,005 Americans and found that the majority of them (61%) are still in favor
of capital punishment for individuals sentenced for murder (Newport, 2011). Individuals
are able to support this contradicting point of view because they dehumanize the
murderer – one of the eight disengagement mechanisms through which moral
disengagement works.
Scholars have linked moral disengagement to unethical decision making (Detert et
al., 2008), selfish and unethical workplace conduct, fraud (C. Moore, Detert, Treviño,
Baker, & Mayer, 2012; Samnani, Salamon, & Singh, 2014), workplace and interpersonal
deviance (Christian & Ellis, 2014; Claybourn, 2011; Liu, Long, & Loi, 2012; Saidon,
2012) hostility in children (Bandura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, & Regalia, 2001),
justification of military sanctions (Aquino, Reed II, Thau, & Freeman, 2007) and the
thought process used by executioners to fulfill their duty (Osofsky, Bandura, &
Zimbardo, 2005). Since moral disengagement enables individuals to engage in almost
any unethical conduct without experiencing remorse, it is essential to clearly understand
its antecedents.
In line with most management scholars, C. Moore et al. (2012) argue that
“Bandura conceptualized these eight moral disengagement mechanisms as a coherent set
of cognitive tendencies that manifest in individuals as a trait, and inﬂuence the way
individuals may approach decisions with ethical import,” and that “individuals will
systematically differ in their propensities to use cognitive moral disengagement
mechanisms when facing decisions with ethical import” (p. 6). As a result, most
empirical studies have focused on individual differences as predictors of moral
disengagement. These studies have identified internal factors such as moral identity,
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empathy, Machiavellianism, cynicism, chance locus of control orientation (Detert et al.,
2008; C. Moore et al., 2012), gender (McAlister, 2001), leadership self-efficacy, affective
commitment to lead (Hinrichs, Wang, Hinrichs, & Romero, 2012), ideological beliefs
(Jackson & Gaertner, 2010), and social identity (Leidner, Castano, Zaiser, & GinerSorolla, 2010) as possible determinants of moral disengagement. Although Liu, Long,
Loi (2012) have proposed a link between ethical leadership and followers’ moral
disengagement, only one empirical study has included external factors that influence
individuals’ moral disengagement (Gaines, 2010). Using a sample of high school
basketball and soccer players, the study found that, in addition to individuals’ ego goal
orientation, sport empathy, and moral awareness, perceived teammate cheating and their
aggressive behavior were also significant predictors of individuals’ moral disengagement.
The prominent focus of current research on individual differences is surprising as
moral disengagement theory is embedded in social cognitive theory which hypothesizes a
triadic reciprocal interaction between the person, the conduct, and socio-structural
influences (Bandura, 1986, 1991). As a result, environmental effects are omnipresent as
“people are neither entirely determined by internal causes nor environmental stimuli, but
psychological functioning is accounted for by a reciprocal interaction of personal and
environmental determinants” (Bandura & McClelland, 1977, pp. 11-12). This is crucial
for the mentoring context as mentors represent environmental stimuli that influence their
protégés (Eby et al., 2008, 2012; Kram, 1985; Ragins & McFarlin). When protégés
interact with or simply observe their mentors, they engage in social learning (Bandura &
Walters, 1963). Hence, experiencing mentors’ reasoning about or engaging in (un)ethical
conduct ought to have a strong impact on protégés’ perception of appropriate behavior
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and can open up or close ways for protégés to rationalize unethical conduct through
moral disengagement (e.g., moral justification by claiming that they have observed their
mentors engaging in the same conduct).
Further, even though mentors may not have formal power over their protégés,
they usually have informal authority (de Tormes Eby et al., 2012; Kram, 1983, 1985). As
a result, unethical requests or orders from mentors can lead to displacement of
responsibility (Blass 1999; Burger, 2009; Milgram, 1974). For example, young college
students who are mentored by their senior members often accept or even engage in
hazing activities to become or stay members of fraternities or sororities, even though they
know that hazing is unethical and prohibited by law in most states (Drout & Corsoro,
2003).
Overall, I subscribe to Bandura’s (1999) reasoning that “human behavior cannot
be fully understood solely in terms of social structural factors or psychological factors. A
full understanding requires an integrated perspective in which social influences operate
through psychological mechanisms to produce behavior effects” (p. 207). Hence, I expect
that several ethics related characteristics of mentors will affect protégés’ level of moral
disengagement and need to be considered to get a comprehensive understanding of
protégés’ moral disengagement.
Model Overview
As noted, moral disengagement is grounded in social cognitive theory which
assumes a triadic reciprocal interaction between the person, the conduct, and the
environment. Based on its conceptual roots, moral disengagement does not operate in
isolation but influences the environment while at the same time is influenced by the

5

environment (Bandura, 1986, 1999, 2002a, 2002b). Ethical leadership, moral identity,
and moral awareness follow the same rationale as they are also grounded in social
cognitive theory. In addition, they are amongst the most studied antecedents of ethical
conduct (e.g., Aquino & Reed II, 2002; Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005; Detert et al.,
2008; S. J. Reynolds, 2006a). While ethical leadership has been conceptually linked to
followers’ moral disengagement (Liu et al., 2012), moral identity, moral awareness, and
moral disengagement have only been discussed as antecedent of individuals’ conduct.
However, mentors’ ethical leadership as well as their moral identity, moral awareness,
and moral disengagement represent influential aspects of their protégés’ environment,
and I therefore expect them to influence protégés’ level of moral disengagement.
Specifically, I anticipate that mentors’ ethical leadership, moral identity, and moral
awareness will be negatively related to protégés’ moral disengagement while mentors’
moral disengagement will be positively related to protégés’ moral disengagement. In
addition, I also anticipate an interaction between mentors’ moral awareness and moral
disengagement. Moral disengagement influences Rest’s (1986) judgment function which
follows moral awareness. As such, even though mentors may recognize moral aspects
when interacting with their protégés, moral disengagement can enable them to find an
excuse and engage in the unethical conduct.
Finally, I expect that a strong exchange relationship will improve these relations
as it increases mentors’ motivation to provide guidance and protégés’ willingness to
accept their mentors’ teachings (G. Graen & Cashman, 1975; G. B. Graen & Scandura,
1987). Hence, the quality of the exchange relationship can be seen as a moderator that
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strengthens or weakens the hypothesized direct relations. Figure 1 illustrates the
hypothesized relations.

Mentors’ ethical
leadership skills T3
Mentors’
moral identity
internalization T2
Protégés’ moral
disengagement T3

Mentors’
moral identity
symbolization T2
Mentors’ moral
awareness T1

Control Variables:

Mentors’ moral
disengagement T3

Mentor/Protégé
LMSX T3

Protégés’
- Moral disengagement T1
- Gender T2

- Moral personality T2
- Social desirability T2

Figure 1. Hypothesized Model

Purpose and Significance
The purpose of this dissertation is twofold. The first objective is to review the moral
disengagement literature in order to elucidate whether individuals’ moral disengagement is
stable over time or influenced by their environment. Most past research conceptualized moral
disengagement as a stable trait (C. Moore et al., 2012). However, since it is grounded in
social cognitive theory there is reason to believe that moral disengagement is more malleable
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than traits and thus amenable to influence from the environment (Bandura, 1986). By
demonstrating that environmental influences are well integrated and assumed in moral
disengagement theory, I expect to clarify the construct domain of moral disengagement
and to direct the field’s attention away from individual differences towards external
factors, such as mentoring, that organizations may be able to control.
The second objective is to build on the idea that environmental influences affect
moral disengagement and derive specific hypotheses related to mentors’ influence on
protégés’ moral disengagement. I will do so by identifying mentor characteristics that are
grounded in social cognitive theory and potentially influence protégés’ moral
disengagement. Specifically, I will improve the conceptual link between ethical
leadership and followers’ moral disengagement (Liu et al., 2012). In addition, since
mentors act as role models who influence their protégés, I anticipate that their moral
identity, moral awareness and moral disengagement also affect protégés’ moral
disengagement. While these characteristics have been associated with improving
individuals’ ethical conduct, their influence on others’ moral disengagement has not been
examined. This is an important but neglected aspect of social cognitive theory (Bandura,
1989). To further refine these relations and to answer the call for studies that assess how
moral disengagement fits in Rests’ (1986) moral decision making framework (Detert et
al. 2008), I will analyze whether mentors’ moral disengagement moderates the effect of
mentors’ moral awareness on protégés’ moral disengagement. Finally, I will introduce
the quality of the exchange relationship as a moderator that can strengthen or weaken the
effects mentors have on their protégés. Overall, clarifying these relations will advance the
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field’s knowledge on what particular aspects of mentors influence protégés’ moral
disengagement.
Wanberg, Kammeyer-Mueller, and Marchese (2006) ask for more longitudinal
studies to properly assess mentors’ ability to initiate changes in their protégés. Hence, to
demonstrate that moral disengagement is not a stable trait as assumed by C. Moore et al.
(2012), I will use a longitudinal study design (e.g., Maxwell & Cole, 2007; Mitchell &
James, 2001) and control for initial levels of protégés’ moral disengagement as well as
protégés’ moral personality, gender, and social desirability. To reduce rater bias, I will
collect mentor characteristics at different points in times (Ostroff, Kinicki, & Clark,
2002; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & Lee, 2003). Overall, the study design
contributes to both objectives as it strengthens my results and will provide evidence on
what specific mentor aspects influence protégés’ moral disengagement.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Mentoring
Homer’s Odyssey is often cited as the first appearance of the term “mentor” and
dates back to ancient Greece (Kram, 1983). In this tale, Odysseus, the king of Ithaca,
asked a man named Mentor to teach and oversee his son Telemachus while he was
fighting the Trojan War. After the war, Athena, the goddess of wisdom, war, justice, and
skill, took on the form of Mentor and guided Telemachus to find his father. These two
examples are not far from todays’ understanding of the term mentor – a knowledgeable
and trusted individual who provides guidance and support. As such, mentoring has
occurred throughout the history of mankind and is not limited to any specific area. Due to
its important role in transmitting knowledge and skills, many prominent individuals
profited from successful mentoring relationships. For example, Plato was mentored by
Socrates, Beethoven by Hayden, and Mick Jagger by Tina Turner.
Scholars started to show an interest in mentoring in the late 1970s and early
research found that an effective mentoring relationship is crucial to an individual’s career
(Levinson, 1978) and that successful individuals had an influential mentor (Vaillant,
1977). In addition, out of 4,000 thriving CEOs, two thirds stated that they had a mentor
who helped them achieve their career goals (Roche, 1979). However, these initial efforts
were wide spread without a clear focus or definition (Merriam, 1983). Kram (1985)
qualitatively assessed the functions and phases of mentoring in the workplace using 18
mentor–protégé dyads. This study laid the groundwork for future research and defined
mentoring as “a relationship between a younger adult (protégé) and an older, more
experienced adult (mentor) who helps the younger individual learn to navigate the adult
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world and the world of work” (Kram, 1985, p. 3). While this definition is widely used, it
has been criticized for its ambiguity, leading to numerous alternative definitions. In an
extensive review, Jacobi (1991) identified 15 distinct definitions that were used in the
educational, management, and psychological literature and noted that due to this
“definitional vagueness there continues a lack of clarity about the antecedents, outcomes,
characteristics, and mediators, or mentoring relationships despite the growing body of
empirical research” (p. 505).
Due to the lack of clearly defined boundaries of the construct, scholars still
disagree on some of the most important characteristics of mentoring, making it difficult
to determine what behavior is captured under mentoring and what behavior should be
excluded (Eby et al., 2007; Hall, 2003). For example, some scholars support the notion
that mentoring requires a deep emotional connection between mentors and protégés (e.g.,
Kram, 1985; Levinson, 1978; Shapiro, Haseltine, & Rowe, 1978), while others do not
have such stringent requirements (e.g., Lester & Johnson, 1981; Phillips-Jones, 1982;
Schmidt & Wolfe, 1980). Some specify a long-term formal commitment while others
include informal and short term guidance in the mentoring construct domain (e.g., Jacobi,
1991; Kram, 1985; Levinson, 1978; K. M. Moore & Amey, 1988). While scholars use
different approaches to define mentoring, the majority agrees on three common
characteristics (Jacobi, 1991). First, the mentoring relationship is a reciprocal and
personal relationship that is based on mutual exchange of resources (e.g., Davidson &
Foster-Johnson, 2001; Healy & Welchert, 1990; Johnson & Nelson, 1999). It requires
continuous interaction and both parties’ willingness to contribute to the relationship.
Second, the mentoring relationship is focused on the protégés’ growth and success (e.g.,

11

Chao, Walz, & Gardner, 1992; Ehrich, Hansford, & Tennent, 2004; Johnson & Nelson,
1999) which scholars have analyzed on an attitudinal, behavioral, health-related,
motivational, relational, and career level (Eby et al., 2008; Eby et al., 2012). Empirical
research in this vein has found that effective mentoring improves protégés’ performance,
speeds promotions, and leads to higher compensation (Allen, Eby, Poteet, Lentz, & Lima,
2004; Dreher & Cox Jr, 1996; Hezlett & Gibson, 2005). Finally, mentors are not limited
in the way they influence and help their protégés to succeed (Brown II, Davis, &
McClendon, 1999; Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001). They not only provide proactive
career advice (Brown II et al., 1999) and psychological support during difficult times
(Chao et al., 1992; Cullen & Luna, 1993) but also act as role models who influence their
protégés (Johnson, 2007; Keller, 2007; Scandura & Pellegrini, 2007).
As noted, mentoring scholars focus on different aspects of mentoring and
sometimes disagree on the boundary conditions of mentoring. To not contribute to any
confusion, this dissertation specifically focuses on how different ethical characteristics of
a mentor in a formal academic mentoring program can influence protégés’ moral
disengagement. In contrast to student-faculty mentoring (Johnson, Rose, & Schlosser,
2007), I will elaborate on a scenario in which students are mentored by business leaders
and discuss some of the unique opportunities such a relationship presents. I will first
review aspects of formal mentoring programs and then elaborate how student-faculty
mentoring can be enriched by introducing aspects of workplace mentoring. To link
mentoring with ethics, I will review literature that discusses the influence of mentoring
on protégés’ moral disengagement and ethical conduct.
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Formal Mentoring
Each mentoring relationship represents a unique dyad that is determined by the
interaction between the mentor and the protégé and is centered on the transfer of
knowledge and skills (Austin, 2002; Garvey & Alred, 2003; Jacobi, 1991; Roberts,
2000). In a formal mentoring program, the mentoring relationship is officially
acknowledged and has specific goals (Johnson, 2007; Mullen, 2007). However, since
formal relationships develop over time, they can become very similar to informal
relationships that were formed spontaneously, leading to great inconsistencies across
formal mentoring relationships (Eddy, Tannenbaum, Alliger, D’Abate, & Givens, 2001).
Therefore, to better understand formal mentoring relationships, scholars recommend
analyzing the relationship initiation and relationship structure separately as they represent
defining aspects of formal mentoring programs (Eby et al., 2007).
Relationship initiation. The first determining factor of formal mentoring is a
structured initiation phase during which mentors and protégés are introduced. Mentors
and protégés can be randomly assigned or paired based on protégé/organizational needs
or protégé/mentor characteristics such as demographics, organizational functions, etc.
(Finkelstein, Poteet, Allen, & Eby, 2007). Shared characteristics in relationships have
been found to increase cooperation, relationship quality (Graziano & Musser, 1982),
commitment and trust (Levinger, 1979) and should therefore be considered in the
matching process.
Relationship structure. The second aspect of formal mentoring relationships is
concerned with guidelines that govern the relationship structure. These guidelines can
define the mentor / protégé roles, the frequency and length of mentoring meetings and the
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goals and duration of the mentoring program and therefore strongly influence subsequent
outcomes of the mentoring program. While too much structure can restrict the
development of the natural relationship, too little structure can risk goal achievement
(Kram, 1985). Hence, the ideal formal mentoring relationship should consider common
characteristics of mentors and protégés and provide a structure that fosters goal
achievement without threatening the natural development of a relationship.
Student-Faculty Mentoring
Student-faculty mentoring is a specific form of mentoring during which faculty
members provide additional academic and non-academic support and guidance to
undergraduate and graduate students (Jacobi, 1991; Johnson et al., 2007; Pascarella,
1980). It has been associated with an improved sense of belonging, better academic
performance, and critical thinking (Austin, 2002; Chickering, 1969; Pascarella, Terenzini,
& Hibel, 1978). The mentoring of graduate students has been viewed as an important
element in their professional development (R. A. Clark, Harden, & Johnson, 2000) that
has potential to influence their career plans and professional identity (Austin, 2002).
Similarly, undergraduate students make many career related decisions and are even more
likely to be influenced by their environment while transforming into adulthood
(Levinson, 1978). Faculty-mentors support their protégés by acting as role models and
providing them with realistic career advice and psychological support to foster their
mental development (Austin, 2002). However, faculty-mentors are likely to shield their
protégés from real world unethical conduct by using a descriptive approach which
illustrates how individuals ought to behave. In addition, since student protégés are likely
to seek work outside of academia, they cannot directly model their behavior after their
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faculty mentors’ conduct. Hence, students could benefit from a hybrid mentoring model
where they are being mentored by individuals who are active in the workforce. This
would close the gap between student-faculty mentoring and workplace mentoring.
Workplace Mentoring
Organizations implement mentoring in order to transfer knowledge and skills
from a more experienced employee to a less experienced employee (Kram, 1985). In
addition to improving employees’ knowledge and skills, empirical evidence shows that
successful workplace mentoring programs increase job satisfaction, organizational
commitment, and reduce turnover (Allen et al., 2004; Eddy et al., 2001; Ramaswami &
Dreher, 2007). The mentor is usually from within the organization (e.g., co-worker,
supervisor, or another more experienced employee) but also can be from a different
organization (Eby, 1997; Scandura & Schriesheim, 1994). Mentoring in the workplace is
often classified as either career-related support or psychological support (Eby et al.,
2007). The former is focused on the protégé’s advancement in the organization. In this
role, mentors may help their protégés to increase their professional network, improve
career related skills, and select the best career paths. Psychological support, on the other
hand, emphasizes the development of a professional identity and helps protégés during
difficult times through the exchange of predominantly socio-emotional resources. Hence,
in this role, mentors are more like friends who provide counseling and emotional support
(Kram, 1985; Noe, 1988).
As noted, one downside of student-faculty mentoring is that faculty-mentors often
use a descriptive approach that illustrates how individuals ought to behave. Since this
likely contradicts personal experiences and media reports, mentors may lose their
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credibility and ability to model their protégés’ conduct. Further, since student-protégés
usually do not strive to pursue their mentors’ career, mentors are limited in the way they
influence their protégés. On the other hand, pairing business students with successful
business leaders will increase their identification and the effects of role modeling.
Especially, since mentoring is most effective during protégés’ early career stages (Noe,
Greenberger, & Wang, 2002; Phillips-Jones, 1982; Stumpf & London, 1981).
Mentoring and Ethical Conduct
Having a mentor does not guarantee improved protégés ethics and may even lead
to unintended consequences as mentors are role models whose actions signal acceptable
and unacceptable conduct (McManus & Subramaniam, 2009; Moberg, 2000; Weaver et
al., 2005). Hence, if mentors engage in unethical conduct, their protégés will observe and
may adapt unethical business practices. On the other hand, if mentors are ethical rolemodels, they may improve their protégés’ ethical conduct (Jordan, Brown, Treviño, &
Finkelstein, 2013; Moberg, 2000; Weaver et al., 2005). A role model is an individual who
“possesses skills and displays techniques which the actor lacks (or thinks he lacks), and
from whom, by observation and comparison with his own performance the actor can
learn” (Kemper, 1968, p. 33). Role modeling is “a change in one person’s (observer)
behavior that results from his or her observation of someone else’s (modeler’s) behavior
or its consequences” (Berger, 1977, p. 209). Modeling is grounded in social learning
theory, which postulates that individuals can change existing or learn new behaviors by
observing models (Bandura, 1977; Bandura & McClelland, 1977).
Moberg (2000) analyzed the process through which employees observe and
acquire moral virtues from their role models in organizations and noted that each step in
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Rest’s (1986) moral decision making model (moral awareness, moral judgment, moral
intentions, and moral conduct) can be modeled. For example, role models can
demonstrate and teach moral awareness and judgment by being sensitive to ethical issues
and discussing their reasoning. In addition, their actions also signal appropriate conduct
that their protégés are likely to replicate (Moberg, 2000).
To further increase the field’s understanding of ethical role modeling, Weaver et
al. (2005) conducted a qualitative analysis and interviewed 20 experienced professionals
and managers. Based on their interviews, ethical role models share attitudes and behavior
that can be categorized in interpersonal behaviors, fairness with others, ethical
expectations for self, and articulating ethical standards. Selected items for the first
category include care, concern, compassion, hard work, and helpful conduct. Equal
resource distribution, equal respect, and open to constructive feedback are included in the
second category. The third category includes, amongst others, honesty, trustworthiness,
integrity, and humility. Having an ethical vision, communicating consistent ethical
standards, and holding others accountable for their ethical actions are part of the fourth
category. In addition to mentors’ personal characteristics and behavior, Weaver et al.
(2005) also noted that the interaction frequency and the earned respect by others present
important contextual factors that support the modeling process. A recent article further
stresses the importance of ethical role modeling as employees who have had ethical role
models at work not only improved their own ethical conduct but also were rated by their
subordinates as having higher ethical leadership skills (Jordan et al., 2013).
Based on this review, mentors are role models who shape their protégés’ ethics
through social learning. This suggests that mentors who engage in or accept unethical
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conduct indicate that such conduct is acceptable and thereby help their protégés to
morally disengage. On the other hand, mentors who are ethical role models signal that
ethical conduct is important. These mentors not only engage in ethical behavior but also
provide clarifications to their protégés in situations that are debatable (Weaver et al.,
2005). Hence, they demonstrate that moral disengagement does not justify unethical
conduct. Because moral disengagement enables individuals to engage in almost any
unethical conduct, it is essential to have a clear understanding of the disengagement
process and its antecedents (Detert et al., 2008; C. Moore et al., 2012).
Moral Disengagement Theory
Moral disengagement theory is embedded in social cognitive theory, which
explains individuals’ ability to self-reflect, self-regulate, and self-develop (Bandura,
1999, 2001). It assumes an interactionist perspective to psychological functioning that
includes a bidirectional collaboration among person, conduct, and environment. This
triadic reciprocal determinism acknowledges the dynamic nature of each factor as their
contribution fluctuates over time (Bandura, 1989). Hence, social cognitive theory asks
for rich and complex causal models that demonstrate that individuals influence their
environment while at the same time are influenced by their environment. Psychological
functioning is consequently influenced by the mutual interplay between internal and
external forces (Bandura, 1986, 1989).
The social cognitive theory’s triadic reciprocal perspective is also reflected in its
view of human morality. Here, the three interacting contributors are individuals’ moral
thoughts, moral conduct, and social influences of the environment (Bandura, 1991, 1999).
Social realities influence individuals’ moral judgment by offering rewards for complying
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and punishment for violating socially accepted moral standards. This can result in
individuals creating separate sets of moral standards that are driven by the requirements
of the social setting (Bandura, 1999, 2001; Kurtines & Gewirtz, 1984). For example,
individuals may reason that misinterpreting the truth is acceptable when filing taxes but
not when in church.
The interaction between moral thoughts, moral conduct, and social influences also
illustrates that moral conduct is regulated by social forces (e.g., sanctions for violating
social norms) and internalized self-evaluative reactions (e.g., sanctions for violating
personal moral standards). Social forces and self-evaluative reactions can provide support
or punishment independently from each other. While the effects of external sanctions
such as laws and regulations are somehow limited by individuals’ ability to avoid them
(Bandura, 1991), they cannot be neglected. They are required in a civilized world to
stress the importance of orderly conduct where individual moral standards are far apart
and to prevent citizens from taking the law into their own hands (Bandura, 1999). Also,
in an organizational context, a wide range of findings support the influence of external
sanctions provided by an ethical climate (Mayer, Kuenzi, & Greenbaum, 2009), codes of
ethics (Kish-Gephart, Harrison, & Treviño, 2010; Treviño & Weaver, 2009; Weaver &
Trevino, 1999), or ethical leaders (Brown & Treviño, 2006).
Self-sanctions for violating personal standards are driven by a complex and
holistic self-regulatory system that operates through self-observation, judgmental
processes, and self-reaction. These regulatory processes detect, address, and reduce
discrepancies to create and maintain an equilibrium (Bandura, 1991; Bandura & Cervone,
1986). Hence, a discovered discrepancy can result in a multitude of cognitive, emotional,
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social, and motivational effects that are driven by individuals’ self-efficacy to live up to
their standards, self-evaluative reactions to violations of their standards, and their
readjustment processes (Bandura, 1990, 1991).
Self-regulatory processes are therefore responsible for individuals acting
according to their moral standards, as a violation would cause self-condemnation
(Bandura, 1999). However, this process is also influenced by environmental factors that
work as extrinsic inducements to violate personal moral standards. Figure 2 illustrates
that the path from moral standards to conduct (dotted line) is interrupted by moral
disengagement. Once individuals morally disengage, they are able to bypass selfregulation and engage in conduct that violates their moral standards without selfcondemnation.
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Fig
ure 2. Moral Disengagement via External Inducements

Moral Disengagement Strategies
There are numerous ways in which individuals can disengage their moral selfsanctions from unethical conduct. These disengagement processes are intertwined and
can reframe unethical conduct as righteous through moral justification, beneficial social
comparisons, or the use of innocuous language. They can also reduce individuals’
discomfort by minimizing their role in inflicting the damages (e.g., displacing/diffusing
responsibility), misinterpreting the consequences, or blaming/dehumanizing the victim
(Bandura, 1986, 1999). I will now elaborate on each of the eight mechanism through
which moral disengagement operates.
The first set of disengagement practices focuses on the reprehensible conduct and
includes moral justification, euphemistic labeling, and palliative comparison. These
interrelated processes defend unethical conduct by reconstructing reality, using morally
neutral language and making advantageous comparisons (Anand, Ashforth, & Joshi,
2005; Bandura, 1999). The psychological mechanisms subsumed in this category are the
most effective cognitive moral disengagement strategies and can completely remove
discomfort (Bandura, 1986).
In general, individuals do not engage in pernicious conduct unless they are able to
use moral justification to frame their conduct as socially and personally acceptable
(Bandura, 1999). Social consensus for harmful conduct is often provided by radical
groups with extreme ideologies, nationalistic governments, or religions with fundamental
beliefs (Rapoport & Alexander, 1982). For example, followers go on crusades or start
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terrorist attacks because it is God’s will. Such social and personal approval not only
reduces the fear of self-condemnation but can create a feeling of accomplishment to
contribute to a greater “good”. Further, social consensus is often achieved by the use of
indirect and sanitized language. Hence, soldiers do not fight but bring democracy or save
foreign citizens from their cruel dictator and terrorist don’t kill but spread the word of
God. Overall, by making harmful conduct sound mild and peaceful, individuals see it as
less damaging and are more likely to engage in it (Bandura, 1999).
Another way to defend engaging in unethical conduct is to use palliative
comparison and contrast the act with actions that are more severe. Hence, individuals
may rationalize robbing $100K from a bank by comparing the sum to the billions of
dollars banks make by charging unreasonably high interests rates. These comparisons are
often based on utilitarian principles to protect the greater good (Bandura, 1986). For
example, individuals may reason that it is for the greater good to execute potential
terrorists and not waste tax dollars on their prosecution.
The second category deals with mechanisms surrounding the detrimental effects
and includes minimizing, ignoring, or misconstruing the consequences of unethical
conduct (Bandura, 1986). Individuals who are fully aware of the negative consequences
of their actions are likely to reconsider potentially harmful actions. However, moral
disengagement enables them to distort the consequences. These processes are often used
when the consequences are distant or when individuals are not responsible for their
decisions (Kilham & Mann, 1974). For example, executives’ focus on bottom line profits
and their distance to the production process can enable them to minimize or ignore the
negative consequences of child labor or hazardous working conditions.
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Reprehensible conduct and its effects are also affected by an individual’s
perceived responsibility. If a rightful authority gives orders to engage in unethical
conduct, individuals can displace the responsibility for the negative results and rationalize
acts that violate their own moral standards. The power of obedience to authority has been
first demonstrated by Milgram (1974) who found that in multiple experiments, the
majority of participants (65%) were willing to administer harmful and even deadly
electronic shocks when given the explicit order to do so. This study was recently
reproduced by Burger (2009), who confirmed Milgram’s results. Further, the use of the
passive voice can shift the attention away from the individual to an anonymous agent,
making it easier to deny responsibility for the act. Responsibility is also diffused when
harmful conduct is broken into small tasks that are by themselves not harmful. For
example, to reduce their sense of responsibility, each member of an execution team only
performs very specific and small tasks such as walking the prisoner or strapping down
one leg (Osofsky et al., 2005). In addition, peer pressure and group decisions also help to
defuse responsibility and enable individuals to engage in actions without experiencing
self-sanctions (Diener, 1977).
The final set of moral disengagement strategies influences the perception of the
victim. These strategies focus on dehumanization and attribution of blame. If individuals
identify themselves with their victims, self-censure will prevent them from engaging in
harmful behavior (Bandura, 1999). However, if individuals can dehumanize their victims
(e.g., murderers) they are able to torture or kill them without feeling guilty (Gibson &
Haritos-Fatouros, 1986; Kelman, 1973). A prime example for such a conduct was the
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classification of enemies as subhuman during the Second World War to lower the stress
levels for German gas chamber operators (Levi, 1989; Staub, 1990).
Individuals usually apply multiple disengagement strategies to rationalize
unethical conduct making it difficult to predict antecedents for specific strategies. For
example, an unethical CEO may justify child labor by arguing that his organization, just
like every other organization in the industry, follows accepted business practices to help
the economy grow. By hiring young workers who stand in line and seek work, his
organization provides them with opportunities to supplement their parents’ income in an
environment that is better than living on the streets. This rationale includes moral
justification, palliative comparison, minimizing the consequences, diffusion of
responsibility, and attributing blame to the victim.
As noted, current research is cross-sectional and has almost exclusively focused
on identifying individual differences as predictors of moral disengagement. I will review
findings of the most influential manuscripts in detail to provide a comprehensive
overview of current research.
Current Research Findings
Analyzing the moral cognition and action literature, Detert et al. (2008)
hypothesized that moral disengagement is related to empathy, trait cynicism, locus of
control orientations, and moral identity and will mediate their relations with unethical
decision making. Their final sample of 307 business and education undergrad students
provided support for four of the six relations and explained 16% additional variance in
moral disengagement (F(6, 300) = 10.3, p < .001) after controlling for gender, intended
major, SAT score, and native country. As expected, empathy (β = -.10; 95% CI = -.15, -
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.04; p < .01) and moral identity (β = -.13; 95% CI = -.22, -.04; p < .01) where negatively
related to moral disengagement while trait cynicism (β = .10; 95% CI = .06, .14; p <
.001) and chance of locus of control (β = .09; 95% CI = .02, .15; p < .01) were positively
related to moral disengagement. Internal locus of control and power locus of control were
not related to moral disengagement. Also of interest, two of the control variables, gender
and intended major, were significant predictors of moral disengagement. As expected,
male students were more likely to morally disengage (β = .29; 95% confidence interval
[CI] = .19, .39; p < .001). However, students who majored in business and not in
education where less likely to morally disengage (β = -.12; 95% CI = -.23, -.02; p < .05).
This finding seems to be at least to some degree counterintuitive as business students
were found to be more likely to engage in unethical conduct (e.g., Hawkins &
Cocanougher, 1972). Finally, they also found support that moral disengagement is
strongly related to unethical decision making (β = .56; 95% CI = .27, .86; p < .001) and
that it mediates the relation between empathy, trait cynicism, chance locus of control, and
moral identity and unethical decision making (Sobel test: empathy: z = -2.5, p = .012;
trait cynicism: z = 2.91, p = .004; chance locus of control: z = 2.16, p = .031; moral
identity: z = -2.33, p = .020).
Moore et al. (2012) developed a new, adult oriented measure of moral
disengagement that is suited to predict unethical organizational behavior and tested its
predictive power with five diverse samples. In their first study with 194 adults, they
controlled for social desirability and linked their measure of moral disengagement to
Machiavellianism (r = .44, p < .01), moral identity (r = -.55, p < .01), perspective taking
(r = -.40, p < .01) and empathic concern (r = -.46, p < .01). In study 2, they surveyed 242
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students and demonstrated that moral disengagement is linked to self-reported lying,
cheating, and stealing (β = .22, p < .01) and explains additional 3% of variance after
controlling for previously identified personality traits (∆ F (1,236) = 7.96, p < .01). In their
third study, they sampled 258 students and found that moral disengagement is correlated
to cognitive moral development (r = -.23, p < .01), idealism (R = -.27, p < .01) and
relativism (r = .29, p < .01) and when controlling for these moral reasoning abilities and
orientations, moral disengagement is the only significant predictor of unethical decision
making (r = .23, p < .01). Results from 225 students in study 4 indicated that moral
disengagement is correlated with dispositional guilt (r = -.47, p < .01) and as expected,
not correlated with dispositional shame (r = .01, ns). In addition, this study also linked
moral disengagement to selfish workplace conduct after controlling for social desirability
and dispositional guilt (r = .23, p < .01). The final study matched 141 employees with
129 co-workers and 129 supervisors and tested whether the new measure of moral
disengagement explained unethical work conduct as rated by peers and supervisors
beyond an existing measure of moral disengagement (Duffy, Aquino, Tepper, Reed, &
O’Leary-Kelly, 2005; Duffy, Tepper, & O’Leary-Kelly, 2002). As expected, the two
measures were highly correlated (r = .77, p < .01) but loaded on different factors during
the 2 factor CFA. Both measures were related to unethical conduct as reported by the
supervisor (Moore et al. r = .47, p < .01; Duffy et al. r = .46, p < 0.1) and peers (Moore et
al. r = .52, p < 0.1; Duffy et al. r = .41; p < .01). More importantly, after controlling for
the existing measure, the new measure accounted for 3% additional variance in unethical
conduct as reported by the supervisor and 10% additional variance in peer rated unethical
conduct. Overall, these studies demonstrated that moral disengagement is linked to
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important personality traits, moral reasoning abilities and orientations, and dispositional
moral emotions and illustrated its ability to predict selfish workplace decisions,
fraudulent decisions, and self-, coworker-, and supervisor-reported unethical conduct.
Finally, Aquino et al. (2007) looked at the interaction between moral
disengagement and moral identity internalization as predictors of cognitive and emotional
responses to war. Moral identity internalization determines the centrality of moral
cognitive schemas within an individuals’ self-concept and provides immediate access to
morally important knowledge (Aquino, McFerran, & Laven, 2011). In their first study,
they assessed their subjects’ moral judgment by asking them which prosecution for the
9/11 perpetrators would be the most moral and found that higher levels of moral
disengagement were related to choosing killing the perpetrators (B = 2.19, p < .01).
Moreover, the interaction between moral disengagement and moral identity
internalization was significant (B = -3.68, p < .05). Further analysis showed that only for
the low moral identity internalization group, moral disengagement predicted killing as the
most moral choice (B = 4.38, p < .1). For the high moral identity internalization group the
results were insignificant (B = .67, ns.).
In their second study, they assessed whether moral disengagement helps to reduce
negative emotions after reading a N.Y. Times’ article about war. Using hierarchical
regression, the authors found that moral disengagement was related to lower levels of
negative emotions (B = -.43, p < .001) and that the interaction with moral identity
internalization was again a significant predictor (B = .61, p < .001). Looking at
individuals with low and high moral identity internalization separately revealed that the
link between moral disengagement and negative emotions was only significant for
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individuals with low moral identity internalization (B = -.50, p < .001) but not for
individuals with high moral identity internalization (B = .10, ns).
While current research has almost exclusively examined individual differences as
predictors of moral disengagement, I expect that mentors influence their protégés’ level
of moral disengagement. In the following chapter, I will elaborate on mentors’ ethical
leadership, moral identity, moral awareness, moral disengagement, and gender as
possible predictors of protégés’ moral disengagement.
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Chapter 3: Hypotheses Development
Volatility of Moral Disengagement
The social cognitive theory’s triadic reciprocal determinism assumes that personal
factors, behavior, and the environment are not stable but influence each other over time.
This view also supports that “moral conduct is regulated by a reciprocity of influence
between thought and self-sanctions, conduct, and a network of social influences”
(Bandura, 1991, p. 278). As a cognitive process, moral disengagement is considered to be
a personal factor and ought to follows this rationale (Bandura, 1986). However, C. Moore
et al. (2012) note that “Bandura conceptualized these eight moral disengagement
mechanisms as a coherent set of cognitive tendencies that manifest in individuals as a
trait, and inﬂuence the way individuals may approach decisions with ethical import” (pg.
6). Their claim is based on two manuscripts in which Bandura and colleagues label their
measure of moral disengagement proneness to moral disengagement (Bandura,
Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996a; Bandura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, &
Regalia, 2001). While this indicates that some individuals are more likely to morally
disengage, throughout his conceptualization of moral disengagement Bandura stresses
that “social influences shape the rules of moral judgment and the nature of moral
standards” and that “social realities affect moral functioning by facilitating selective
activation and disengagement of moral self-regulation” (Bandura, 1991, p. 278). Hence,
“in the face of strong external inducements, such conflicts [between personal and social
sanctions] are often resolved by selective disengagement of self-sanctions” (Bandura,
1991, p. 280).

29

In addition, several moral disengagement mechanisms depend on the existence of
social realities (Bandura, 1986, 1991, 1999, 2002a; Bandura et al., 2001). For example, if
individuals act in isolation, they cannot diffuse or displace responsibility. Milgram (1974)
and many others (e.g., Blass, 1999; Burger, 2009) clearly demonstrated across numerous
diverse samples that when unethical orders are given by well-respected authorities who
assume responsibility for their commands, most individuals will displace responsibility and
obey (e.g., administer electroshocks to innocent humans). Furthermore, the need to belong
and the desire for conformity and harmony in groups can foster diffusion of responsibility
and provide moral justification for unethical conduct (Janis, 1972; 1982).
Also, groups may reward harmful conduct directed against critical thinkers and
outcasts or punish non-compliance with their social norms (Bandura, 1986, 2002a;
Rapoport & Alexander, 1982). If social norms violate personal moral standards,
individuals are pressured not to stand up for their moral standards but to find moral
disengagement strategies that allow them to avoid self-sanctions. Hence, “people display
different levels of detrimental behavior and offer different types of moral reasons for it,
depending on whether they find themselves in social situations that are conducive to
humane or to transgressive conduct” (Bandura, 1991, p. 279).
As noted, mentors are role models who have informal authority and represent
influential aspects of their protégés’ environment (Eby et al., 2008; Eby et al., 2012;
Kram, 1985; Ragins & Cotton, 1991). Hence, continuous interaction with their mentor
ought to influence protégés’ perception of appropriate behavior and their moral
disengagement. For example, experiencing mentors reasoning about or engaging in
(un)ethical conduct will enable protégés to displace responsibility for similar acts.
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However, mentors can also improve protégés moral disengagement if they exceed their
protégés’ expectations in ethical conduct. Hence, I hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 1: Protégés’ moral disengagement will change during a mentoring
program.
Mentors’ Ethical Leadership and Protégés’ Moral Disengagement
Employees do not live in isolation but seek support from and are influenced by
their leaders when faced with ethical dilemmas at work (Kohlberg, 1969; Treviño, 1986).
Early efforts to define ethical leadership looked at the conceptually related construct
domains of transformational and charismatic leadership for direction (Bass & Avolio,
2000; Bono & Judge, 2003; Burns, 1978; Shamir & Howell, 1999). While these two
theories depict leaders as ethical role models who are inspiring, charismatic, and sensitive
(Avolio, Bass, & Jung, 1999; Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996), these leaders can be selfish
and abuse their power (e.g., Bass, 1985, 1999; House & Aditya, 1997; Howell, 1988).
Ethical leaders, however, will consider the consequences of their actions and treat others
equally and with respect (Brown et al., 2005). Hence, transformational and charismatic
leadership are different from ethical leadership (Treviño, Brown, & Hartman, 2003).
Using a social cognitive perspective, Brown et al. (2005) define ethical leadership
as “the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and
interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through twoway communication, reinforcement, and decision-making” (p. 120). These authors have
also linked ethical leadership to affective trust, honest conduct, and interactional fairness
and found that it predicts followers’ effort, effectiveness, problem reporting, and
leadership satisfaction. In an attempt to clarify the construct domain, scholars interviewed
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20 ethics and compliance officers and senior executives from different industries and
classified behaviors, characteristics, and motives of ethical leaders in two dimensions
(Treviño et al., 2003; Treviño, Hartman, & Brown, 2000). The moral person dimension
requires ethical leaders to be moral individuals who behave ethically at work and in their
personal life. They have to be altruistically motivated, truthful, and trustworthy and make
honorable and fair decisions by considering the effects of their conduct on others and on
the environment (Brown & Treviño, 2006; Treviño et al., 2000). The moral manager
dimension is concerned about workplace related conduct. As such, ethical leaders have to
proactively promote their followers’ ethical conduct by being role models who clearly
communicate ethical values and make ethics an integrated part of their teachings. They
hold their followers accountable for their behavior and reward ethical and punish
unethical conduct (Brown et al., 2005; Mayer, Aquino, Greenbaum, & Kuenzi, 2012;
Treviño et al., 2003; Treviño et al., 2000).
Research has associated ethical leadership with higher levels of ethical climate,
followers’ job satisfaction, organizational commitment (Neubert, Carlson, Kacmar,
Roberts, & Chonko, 2009), organizational citizenship behavior, and lower levels of
organizational deviance (Avey, Palanski, & Walumbwa, 2011; Kacmar, Bachrach,
Harris, & Zivnuska, 2011; Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 2009).
Scholars also have conceptually linked ethical leadership with followers’ moral
disengagement (Liu et al., 2012). Specifically, ethical leaders’ emphasis on altruistic
principles and integrity was proposed to increase followers’ perception of shame and
guilt and, in turn, lower their ability to morally disengage and decrease workplace
deviance. To further clarify that link, it is important to remember that ethical leadership
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and moral disengagement are grounded in social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986;
Brown et al., 2005). Hence, individuals’ (e.g., protégés’) moral disengagement might be
influenced by their ethical leaders as they represent significant aspects in their
environment.
Ethical leadership shares many characteristics of ethical role models (Weaver et
al., 2005). In fact, the only aspects of ethical role models that are not specifically
captured by ethical leadership are humility and seeing mistakes as improvement
opportunities (Brown & Treviño, 2006). I therefore expect that mentors high in ethical
leadership will be ethical role models who demonstrate and enforce appropriate conduct.
They will create an environment that supports their protégés’ moral standards and
influence them to stay morally engaged. While mentors do not always have the position
power that allows them to set normative appropriate behavior (e.g., penalizing unethical
conduct), by acting as ethical role models, they have the ability to foster vicarious
learning and positively influence their protégés’ moral disengagement.
Based on social learning, these effects are strengthened by the role models’
credibility and attractiveness (Bandura, 1977). Mentors who are ethical leaders will be
truthful, trustworthy, and treat all employees fairly – attributes that have been linked to
increase the credibility and attractiveness of leaders (Brown & Treviño, 2006). Hence, I
expect protégés who experience mentors high in ethical leadership to pay close attention
to their mentors’ conduct and model their mentors’ behavior. When faced with tough
ethical decisions, these protégés will not simply morally disengage but try to do the right
thing and, when in doubt, reach out to their mentors for guidance. In addition, these
mentors will pay attention to their protégés ethical misconduct and not let protégés use
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euphemistic labeling, palliative comparison, displace responsibility, or any other moral
disengagement strategy to rationalize their behavior. I therefore hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 2: Mentors’ ethical leadership will be negatively related to protégés’
moral disengagement.
Mentors’ Moral Identity and Protégés’ Moral Disengagement
Scholars have looked at a variety of individual characteristics as predictors of
ethical conduct and considered moral personality (Walker & Frimer, 2007), moral
character (Blasi, 2005), moral maturity (Walker & Pitts, 1998), and moral commitment
(Colby & Damon, 1993). However, these characteristics were unable to account for any
external factors that influence individuals’ behavior over time (Aquino, Freeman, Reed
II, Lim, & Felps, 2009; Shao, Aquino, & Freeman, 2008). A promising stream of
research that tries to overcome these shortcomings looks at identity theory (Ashforth &
Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). An identity in general represents individuals’ selfdefinition (Erikson, 1964) and a moral identity is their moral self-concept (Bergman,
2002). It therefore acts as a self-regulatory mechanism that limits individual conduct and
promotes actions that are accepted as ethical (Blasi, 1984; Damon & Hart, 1992; Shao et
al., 2008). Hence, moral identity motivates individuals to act in ways that are consistent
with their moral self-concept and is therefore linked directly to moral conduct (Colby &
Damon, 2010). Scholars further developed the idea that identity is influenced by the
environment and used socio-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) in addition to cognitive
moral developmental theory (Kohlberg, 1971; Piaget, 1932) as the foundation to develop
a social cognitive conceptualization of moral identity (Aquino et al., 2009; Aquino &
Reed II, 2002; S. J. Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007). “From a social-cognitive perspective, a
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person’s moral identity is stored in the memory as a complex knowledge structure
consisting of moral values, goals, traits, and behavioral scripts” (Aquino et al., 2009, p.
124). Moral identity represents an individual’s cognitive schema of the moral self that is
influenced by the environment and develops over time. It links moral traits such as
compassion, honesty, and humility and transforms moral values, judgments, and
standards into action (Aquino & Reed II, 2002; Lapsley & Lasky, 2001; Narvaez,
Lapsley, Hagele, & Lasky, 2006). Based on social cognitive theory, some cognitive
schemas are central and immediately accessible while others are not as important to the
individuals’ self-definition (Aquino & Reed II, 2002; Lapsley & Narvaez, 2004).
This conceptualization of moral identity taps into private and public dimensions
which are consistent with social psychology (Schlenker, 1980) and social identity theory
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The private dimension is labeled moral identity internalization
and determines the centrality of moral cognitive schemas within an individual’s selfconcept (Aquino et al., 2011). Hence, individuals with an internalized moral identity will
have immediate access to morally applicable knowledge (Aquino et al., 2009; Winterich,
Aquino, Mittal, & Swartz, 2013). The public dimension is labeled moral identity
symbolization and determines the degree to which individuals engage in moral conduct to
demonstrate their moral identity to others. Hence, individuals high in symbolization see
themselves as actors within a social context who are judged by their actions and therefore
engage in visible conduct that transmits their commitment to ethical goals (Aquino et al.,
2009; Winterich et al., 2013). As such, moral identity internalization is more strongly
related to individuals’ moral reasoning and normlessness while moral identity
symbolization is more strongly related to moral self-representation and impression
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management (Aquino & Reed II, 2002). Empirical research established discriminant
validity of the two dimensions and linked them to self-reported volunteerism, with
symbolization being the stronger predictor. While both dimensions were related to selfreported conduct, only moral identity internalization successfully predicted actual
donating behavior (Aquino & Reed II, 2002).
The differences between the two dimensions are further supported by S. J.
Reynolds and Ceranic (2007) who found in study 1 that after considering ethical
judgment (implemented as consequentialism and formalism) only moral identity
symbolization was related to self-reported charitable giving (conduct with high social
consensus). Moreover, in study 2, they found that the interaction between formalization
and moral identity internalization predicted high ethical conduct while the interaction
between formalization and moral identity symbolization predicted low ethical conduct
when measured with Newstrom and Ruch’s (1975) measure of ethical conduct.
Mentors with an internalized moral identity will be honest, trustworthy, and
engage in principled conduct that considers the consequences of their actions. Hence,
they exhibit many characteristics of ethical role models and subconsciously influence
their protégés moral conduct (Weaver et al., 2005). Since these mentors likely engage in
conduct that is consistent with their moral self-concept, they do not have to diffuse or
displace responsibility for their conduct or use palliative comparison or euphemistic
labeling to make themselves sound more moral. As a result, an internalized moral identity
has been linked to lower levels of moral disengagement (Detert et al., 2008; C. Moore et
al., 2012) and even has been found to neutralize high levels of moral disengagement
(Aquino et al., 2007). In addition, I expect that mentors with an internalized moral
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identity will be more likely also to realize when their protégés attempt to justify unethical
conduct with moral disengagement strategies. Overall, I expect mentors with an
internalized moral identity to influence their protégés’ level of moral disengagement by
being positive ethical role models.
Mentors high in moral identity symbolization represent themselves as ethical role
models and will engage in noticeable ethical conduct (Aquino et al., 2009; Weaver et al.,
2005; Winterich et al., 2013). For example, they will consider the consequences of their
conduct, work hard, show concern for their protégés, communicate ethical standards, and
hold their protégés accountable for their ethical actions to signal their own high ethical
standards. Since their protégés’ ethical and unethical conduct will reflect on the mentors,
they will feel a strong need to improve their protégés’ ethical conduct to avoid negative
feedback. Therefore, I expect mentors to use protégés’ ethical failings as learning
opportunities and help them to prevent future unethical conduct. They will display
compassion and care for their protégés to create and maintain an ethical reputation
(Aquino et al., 2009). However, while this indicates that mentors high in moral identity
symbolization will always try to improve their protégés’ moral disengagement, their
desire to keep and maintain an ethical reputation may lead to inconsistent ethical conduct
because it is driven by environmental requirements. If their public image is not at stake,
they may not penalize their protégés’ unethical conduct. In other words, they may be less
consistent in their ethical conduct and may not recognize ethical failings of their protégés.
Hence, by not sanctioning unethical conduct, they may occasionally foster their protégés’
moral disengagement rather than reduce it.
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Overall, both dimensions of moral identity can be linked to ethical role modeling
and I expect that mentors’ moral identity internalization as well as mentors’ moral
identity symbolization will relate to lower levels of protégés’ moral disengagement. Since
mentors’ moral identity internalization will result in more consistent ethical judgment and
conduct, I anticipate that its effect on protégés’ moral disengagement will be stronger
than the effect of mentors’ moral identity symbolization. Hence, I hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 3a: Mentors’ moral identity internalization will be negatively related
to protégés’ moral disengagement.
Hypothesis 3b: Mentors’ moral identity symbolization will be negatively related
to protégés’ moral disengagement.
Hypothesis 3c: Mentors’ moral identity internalization will be more strongly
related to protégés’ moral disengagement than mentors’ moral identity
symbolization.
Mentors’ Moral Awareness and Protégés’ Moral Disengagement
Scholars have conceptualized moral awareness in different ways. In its most basic
form, it is individuals’ recognition of moral aspects in a social context that can
reasonably be assessed from an ethical point of view (S. J. Reynolds, 2006a).
Considering its role in the decision making process, other scholars see it as individuals’
perception that their decisions and actions may violate their ethical standards and
potentially harm their own and others’ well-being (Butterfield, Trevin, & Weaver, 2000)
and Jordan (2009) even explicitly includes “the ascription of importance to these issues”
(p. 239) in her definition. Following Rests’ (1986) four stages of ethical decision making,
moral awareness (stage 1) is distinct from moral judgment (stage 2) and a definition of
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moral awareness should therefore not include a judgment function (S. J. Reynolds,
2006a). Hence, I follow S. J. Reynolds (2006a) suggestion and focus my attention
strictly on the recognition of moral aspects that can be analyzed from an ethical point of
view.
Research on moral awareness is grounded in social cognitive theory and relies
heavily on interpreting ambiguous social situations. Based on social information
processing, only selected external stimuli are encoded and promoted to the perceiver’s
mind (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). This selection process is affected by the stimulus itself, the
environment, and the accessibility of relevant information in ones’ memory. Differences
in the stimulus and the environment are captured by Jones’ (1991) issue-contingent
model of ethical decision making. He builds on Rest’s (1986) ethical decision making
model and identified the magnitude of the consequences, social consensus, probability of
the effect, temporal immediacy, proximity, and concentration of the effect as components
of moral intensity. Hence, moral intensity will increase individuals’ moral awareness but
also influence every other stage of Rests’ ethical decision making model.
The accessibility of relevant information in ones’ memory is influenced by the
compatibility with existing schemas (Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Taylor & Crocker,
1981). A schema is a cognitive construct that represents information about a stimulus and
helps individuals to interpret ambiguous information (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). It is formed
and adjusted based on individuals’ ambitions, goals, and experiences within a social
environment (Ashforth & Fried, 1988; Fiske & Taylor, 1991). If an individual faces a
stimulus that fits an existing schema, it will be matched quickly and promoted to the
perceiver’s mind (Hemsley & Marmurek, 1982; Stern, Marrs, Millar, & Cole, 1984),
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while unrelated stimuli are ignored (Goetz, Schallert, Reynolds, & Radin, 1983; Wyer &
Gordon, 1982). Hence, individuals who are frequently exposed to similar stimuli will
develop general schemas and have relevant information readily available and therefore
display elevated levels of awareness (Butterfield et al., 2000; S. J. Reynolds, 2006a).
Ethical decisions often involve ambiguous situations in complex environments
and individuals therefore rely greatly on existing schemas to direct their attention
(Bazerman, 2001; Treviño, 1986). Mentors with higher levels of moral awareness have
schemas in place that draw their attention to ethical aspects when making decisions. In
addition, ethical failings of their protégés will fit existing schemas and trigger their
mentors’ awareness. While moral disengagement enables protégés to engage in unethical
acts without self-condemnation, mentors high in ethical awareness will be more likely to
recognize their protégés’ attempts to rationalize unethical conduct through moral
disengagement. These mentors will therefore be more likely to question their protégés’
use of sanitized language, palliative comparison, or moral justification and not let them
blame the victim or diffuse/displace responsibility.
Moreover, without awareness of ethical issues, mentors will focus their attention
on aspects that they perceive to be important and relevant (e.g., bottom line profits)
(Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Hunt & Vitell, 2006), wrongfully predict the ethical consequences
of their actions, and unknowingly engage in conduct that even violates their ethical
standards (Jones, 1991; Rest, 1986). Moral awareness therefore enables individuals to
display concern, compassion, and integrity and is an essential part of ethical role
modeling. I therefore expect mentors with higher levels of moral awareness to be better
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ethical role models and detect their protégés’ moral disengagement. Hence, I
hypothesize:
Hypothesis 4a: Mentors’ moral awareness will be negatively related to protégés’
moral disengagement.
Moral awareness is the first step in Rest’s (1986) moral decision making model,
followed by moral judgment, moral intentions, and moral conduct. Scholars raised the
question whether moral disengagement unconsciously suppresses moral awareness and/or
influences moral judgment (Detert et al., 2008). Drawing from S. J. Reynolds (2006b)
neurocognitive decision making model, it likely affects both stages. Initially, moral
disengagement will be active in the judgment phase and enable individuals who
recognize moral aspects to rationalize their actions through moral justification,
euphemistic labeling, etc. Over time however, individuals will incorporate their moral
disengagement strategies in their schemas and automate the process to the point where
they lose awareness of ethical aspects (S. J. Reynolds, 2006b). As such, moral
disengagement seems to actively interfere with an individuals’ judgment.
The effects of moral disengagement on the Rests’ (1986) judgment phase can be
illustrated using framing. Framing occurs when individuals depict unethical conduct as
righteous and thereby misguide their judgment. It is therefore one of the most important
ways through which moral disengagement influences individuals (Bandura, 1999;
Gilovich, 1981; March, 1982; Nisbett & Ross, 1980). Empirical evidence shows that
individuals are less likely to see an ambiguous situation (gaining information about
competitor through mystery shopping) as unethical when it was framed with non-moral
language (Butterfield et al., 2000). While this effect was not observed for situations that
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are clearly unethical (hiring an employee based on whether he has insider information
about competitors), it indicates that moral disengagement in the form of framing can
mislead moral judgment (Bandura, 1999; Butterfield et al., 2000; Detert et al., 2008).
Hence, moral disengagement can misguide mentors’ judgment and free them from selfcondemnation even though they recognized moral aspects in a social context. As a result,
they may not be consistent in their ethical decisions and engage in unethical conduct.
In addition, mentors may be aware of their protégés’ unethical conduct or use of
moral disengagement strategies, but use moral justification, euphemistic labeling,
palliative comparison, etc. to rationalize their protégés’ ethical failings instead of trying
to reduce their protégés’ moral disengagement. These mentors will therefore not fulfill
the requirements of ethical role models (Weaver et al., 2005) and will be less likely to
improve their protégés’ moral disengagement. Hence, mentors’ level of moral
disengagement is likely to interact with their moral awareness and strengthen or weaken
their ability to influence their protégés’ moral disengagement. I therefore hypothesize:
Hypothesis 4b: The negative relation between mentors’ awareness and protégés’
moral disengagement will be moderated by the mentors’ level of moral
disengagement. Specifically, it will be stronger (weaker) if the mentor is low
(high) in moral disengagement.
Mentors’ Moral Disengagement and Protégés’ Moral Disengagement
As noted, I expect that the relation between mentors’ moral awareness and
protégés’ moral disengagement is influenced by mentors’ moral disengagement. In
addition, I expect mentors’ moral disengagement to directly influence protégés’ moral
disengagement. Continuous exposure to a stimulus creates an unconscious awareness and
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familiarity with the stimulus (Zajonc, 1968, 1980), leading to positive implicit and
explicit affective responses (Bornstein, 1989; Hicks & King, 2011; Monahan, Murphy, &
Zajonc, 2000). This effect is called the mere exposure effect and is not linked to any kind
of reward or punishment and individuals do not have to engage in any kind of active
behavior (Zajonc, 2001). It has been found to apply to meaningless words, geometric
figures, photographs (Harmon-Jones & Allen, 2001; Harrison, 1977; Zajonc, 1968, 1980,
2001), and “after repeated exposure, almost anything grows on you —even Spiro
Agnew1” (Zajonc, 1970, p. 3).
Hence, the continuous exposure to mentors who morally disengage, might create
an implicit and unconscious awareness of these strategies and make them acceptable to
rationalize unethical conduct (Zajonc, 1980). Even though moral disengagement is a
cognitive process and as such not directly observable by others, protégés will notice their
mentors’ unethical conduct. Also, I expect mentors to not only use moral disengagement
strategies to avoid self-sanctions but also to communicate their moral standards and
justify unethical conduct when interacting with their protégés. For example, they may
displace responsibility or rationalize their unethical actions by using sanitized language,
palliative comparison, etc. to defend their unethical decisions when talking to their
protégés. As a result, I expect that the constant exposure to their mentors’ moral
disengagement will influence the protégés’ moral disengagement.
In addition to the mere exposure effect, protégés also engage in social learning
when they interact with and observe their mentors and are likely to model their conduct
after their mentors’ conduct (Bandura & McClelland, 1977; Bandura & Walters, 1963).

1

Spiro Agnew was the 39th Vice President of the United States from 1969 to 1973 who resigned
due to criminal charges.
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The modeling process rests on four assumptions. First, it requires observers’ awareness of
and attention to the specific facets of the behavior. Second, observers have to have the
ability to retain the information. Third, observers have to reproduce and practice the
behavior at a later time. Finally, observers have to be motivated to model their behavior
based on their observations (Bandura, 1962).
The mentoring relationship presents a perfect environment for social learning as it
is the protégés’ responsibility to observe and learn from their experienced mentors. While
the focus of a mentoring program may not be on improving protégés’ moral
disengagement, protégés who observe their mentors’ ethical or unethical conduct will
associate it with their mentors’ success. By observing their mentors’ actions, protégés are
likely to replicate their mentors conduct and adopt their moral disengagement strategies.
Hence, if mentors continuously morally disengage, they not only prime their protégés
subconsciously but also set an example that unethical conduct is accepted and can be
justified using moral disengagement. I therefore hypothesize:
Hypothesis 5: Mentors’ level of moral disengagement will be positively related to
protégés’ level of moral disengagement.
The Moderating Role of LMX
Leader member exchange (LMX) theory is grounded in social exchange theory
(Blau, 1964) and role theory (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, & Rosenthal, 1964). At the
heart of LMX is the continuous exchange of resources between a leaders and a follower
that creates a unique dyadic relationship (G. Graen & Cashman, 1975; G. B. Graen &
Scandura, 1987). These relationships depend on mutual beneficial transactions (Cook &
Rice, 2006; Emerson, 1976). A disadvantageous transaction will result in reduced future
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efforts or the termination of the relationship (Molm & Cook, 1995b). Whether an
exchange is perceived to be advantageous depends on the value of the exchanged
resources. Early studies measured exchanged resources almost solely in terms of their
economic value. However, with the introduction of social exchange, scholars paid more
attention to non-economic transactions that include socio-emotional resources (Shore,
Tetrick, Lynch, & Barksdale, 2006). Unlike economic resources, socio-emotional
resources are intangible, do not have a market value, and cannot be measured in objective
units. They are often symbolic, focus on social needs and transfer respect for each other
(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). The exchange of socio-emotional resources increases the
level of trust and creates a perceived obligation to repay that simple economic exchange
cannot produce (Blau, 1964).
This resource exchange is guided by norms and rules. Norms and rules can be
explicitly negotiated or implied and provide guidelines that determine the exchange
(Emerson, 1976, p. 351). Explicitly negotiated norms and rules are implemented when
both parties have specific expectations in the relationship and lack trust that their efforts
will be appropriately repaid (Cook & Emerson, 1978; Cook, Emerson, Gillmore, &
Yamagishi, 1983). They have potential to influence moral conduct by clarifying
normative appropriate conduct and specifying external sanctions (Martinov-Bennie &
Pflugrath, 2009). While explicitly negotiated norms and rules are important, research
indicates that implied rules that are based on the assumption of a reciprocal continuous
exchange between interdependent parties are defining aspects of every social exchange
and are more influential as they govern the transfer of socio-emotional resources such as
trust and commitment (Molm, 1991, 2003; Molm & Cook, 1995a; Molm, Takahashi, &
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Peterson, 2000). Through the norm of reciprocity, implicit rules also provide
contingencies that infer that one’s actions are to be returned in an appropriate manner by
the other party — beneficial treatment creates an obligation to repay the other party with
a favorable response (Gergen, 1969; Uhl-Bien & Maslyn, 2003).
The exchanged resources and the norms and rules are integral parts of exchange
relationships (M. S. Clark & Mils, 1993). Exchange relationships display different levels
of quality that reflect the satisfaction with past exchanges and determine future
exchanges. Low quality exchange relationships are based on formally established norms
and rules and involve predominantly the exchange of economic resources (Liden,
Sparrowe, & Wayne, 1997). With an increase in quality, the norm of reciprocity increases
and both parties will exchange more socio-emotional resources that go beyond formally
established norms and rules, such as affect and trust (Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975;
G. B. Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995a, 1995b; Liden, Wayne, & Stilwell, 1993). High quality
relationships between leaders and followers have been associated with increased levels of
job performance, job satisfaction, organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), and
organizational commitment (Epitropaki & Martin, 2005; G. B. Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995b;
Ilies, Nahrgang, & Morgeson, 2007; LePine, Erez, & Johnson, 2002; Settoon, Bennett, &
Liden, 1996).
In a well-established high quality social exchange relationship, both parties will
rely on implied rules and norms to govern the exchange of socio-emotional and
economical resources. The desire to maintain such important relationships creates a quid
pro quo obligation which acts as a significant motivator to comply with the implied
norms and rules (Perugini & Gallucci, 2001). Drawing on the idea that a high quality
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exchange relationship increases followers’ identification with the leader and subsequently
voluntary learning behavior (Walumbwa, Cropanzano, & Hartnell, 2009), I expect that
protégés will pay more attention to their mentors and be more receptive to their
teachings. In addition, I anticipate that mentors in a high quality exchange relationship
will invest more time and resources in their protégés. I therefore expect that the quality of
the relationship will work as an amplifier for the proposed direct relations. Specifically, I
anticipate that a high quality exchange relationship will strengthen them, while a low
quality exchange relationship will weaken them.
Hypothesis 6a: The negative relation between mentors’ ethical leadership and
protégés’ moral disengagement will be moderated by the quality of their
exchange relationship. Specifically, it will be stronger if the quality of the
exchange relationship is high and weaker if it is low.
Hypothesis 6b: The negative relation between mentors’ moral identity
internalization and protégés’ moral disengagement will be moderated by the
quality of their exchange relationship. Specifically, it will be stronger if the
quality of the exchange relationship is high and weaker if it is low
Hypothesis 6c: The negative relation between mentors’ moral identity
symbolization and protégés’ moral disengagement will be moderated by the
quality of their exchange relationship. Specifically, it will be stronger if the
quality of the exchange relationship is high and weaker if it is low
Hypothesis 6d: The negative relation between mentors’ moral awareness and
protégés’ moral disengagement will be moderated by the quality of their
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exchange relationship. Specifically, it will be stronger if the quality of the
exchange relationship is high and weaker if it is low
Hypothesis 6e: The positive relation between mentors’ level of moral
disengagement and protégés’ level of moral disengagement will be moderated by
the quality of their exchange relationship. Specifically, it will be stronger if the
quality of the exchange relationship is high and weaker if it is low
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Chapter 4: Methods
Participants
Participants were 79 protégé and mentor pairs at an institute for leadership
education and mentoring at a large university in the southeast. At the beginning of every
fall semester, the institute offers a formal, 8-month mentoring program to high potential
business students who qualify. Interested students require three letters of
recommendation and are screened via interviews by members of the advisory board.
Mentors are successful local business leaders (from small business owners to executives
of international organizations) who work in different industries (e.g., paper, banking,
courier, hospital, restaurant, retail, education) and volunteer their time to the institute. All
participants are required to attend monthly group meetings and schedule additional oneon-one meetings (e.g., work lunch, professional organizational meetings, charity events,
volunteer events, job shadowing, etc.) in between formal meetings.
Protégés were on average 25 years old and 62% were female. Sixty-four percent
were seniors and the rest juniors and 68% of the protégés had work experience. Protégés
indicated that 51% were Caucasian, 24% African American, 8% Asian, 5% Hispanic, and
12% chose to not disclose their ethnicity. The protégés were paired based on their major
with their mentors (e.g., accounting students matched with leaders in accounting firm or
accounting managers). In addition, mentors and protégés were also paired based on their
gender to increase cooperation, relationship quality (Graziano & Musser, 1982),
commitment and trust (Levinger, 1979). Mentors were on average 43 years old and had
15 years of work experience. Approximately half of the mentors (51%) were female. The
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majority of them was Caucasian (80%), followed by an equal amount of African
American, Asian, and Hispanic.
The sample resembles a scenario where college graduates enter a new
organization and are influenced by their mentors and their new environment. As a result,
it appears to be appropriate to generalize findings from that sample to a population of
new hires.
Data Collection
To test my hypotheses, I collected three waves of data at mentoring meetings. To
control for initial levels of protégés’ moral disengagement, I collected a base line
measure of moral disengagement from protégés before they interacted with their mentors
at the first meeting. This measure is free from any systematic contamination from their
mentors and influenced only by individual differences and prior experiences outside the
mentoring program. To reduce rater bias, I did not collect all mentor variables in one
meeting (Ostroff et al., 2002; Podsakoff et al., 2003) but collected mentors’ level of
moral awareness and mentors’ gender at the first meeting, mentors’ moral identity at a
subsequent meeting, and mentors’ moral disengagement at the last meeting through selfreported questionnaires. After being exposed to their mentors for approximately 8
months, the protégés rated their mentors’ ethical leadership skills and their final moral
disengagement. Answering the call to let both parties rate the quality of their relationship
(Dulebohn, Bommer, Liden, Brouer, & Ferris, 2012), I also assessed mentors and
protégés’ LMX at the last meeting.
In addition, to increase participation and make participants feel comfortable to
honestly answer the questionnaire, I informed them that participation is appreciated but
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completely voluntary and that there are no negative consequences, whether they choose
to participate or not and stressed the confidentiality of the survey. To further increase the
response rate, I also sent out emails and encouraged participants who were not able to
attend the meeting to complete the surveys online. Overall, useable surveys were
collected from 60 mentor-protégé pairs for a response rate of 76%.
Measures
Moral disengagement. Moral disengagement works through eight interrelated
mechanism and can be represented with a uni-dimensional measure (Bandura,
Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996b). While this should foster the development of
easy to distribute and parsimonious measures, scholars have independently developed
numerous measures that are often focused on a specific target group, rely on unusual
methods, or were developed without following the rigorous measurement development
process (C. Moore et al., 2012). Initially, Bandura et al. (1996b) developed a 32-item
scale to be distributed to children and young adults. Due to the intended audience of this
scale, items were often adapted or replace by subsequent scholars. For example, Detert et
al. (2008) simply replaced “If kids fight and misbehave in school it is their teacher’s
fault” with “People are not at fault for misbehaving at work if their managers mistreat
them.” Many other scholars have developed measures for a specific audience including
racial minorities (Pelton, Gound, Forehand, & Brody, 2004), IT criminals (Rogers, 2001),
or athletes (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2010; Corrion, Scoffier, Gernigon, Cury, & d'ArripeLongueville, 2010) which are not suitable for organizational research. These wide spread
efforts are representative of the problems in field of ethics, leading to the call for
comprehensive, reliable, and valid scales (Mayer et al., 2012; Tenbrunsel &
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Smith‐Crowe, 2008; Treviño et al., 2006). To address these problems, C. Moore et al.
(2012) developed a new moral disengagement measure. The authors followed a
measurement development process (L. A. Clark & Watson, 1995; Hinkin, 1995, 1998;
John & Benet-Martinez, 2000) and used five studies with diverse samples to demonstrate
reliability and the application across a wide range of individuals. During this validation
process, they found that even after controlling for known predictors such as individual
differences (e.g., moral identity internalization, Machiavellianism, and empathy),
cognitive moral development, and philosophical orientation, the new measure of moral
disengagement successfully predicted various unethical behaviors that are relevant to
organizations (e.g., stealing, cheating, lying). Based on the literature reviewed, this
measure seems to be appropriate to measure mentors and protégés’ moral disengagement.
See Appendix A for the scale items. The Cronbach alpha for this scale was: .87 for
protégés’ initial level, .92 for protégés final level, and .88 for mentors.
Ethical leadership. Using a social learning perspective, Brown et al. (2005)
define ethical leadership as “the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct
through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such
conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decisionmaking” (pg. 120). The authors followed a scale development process (Ghiselli,
Campbell, & Zedeck, 1981; Hinkin, 1998) and developed a 10-item ethical leadership
scale (ELS). In seven studies with different samples, they demonstrated reliability,
validity, and predictive power of their new scale above and beyond other leadership
constructs. As expected, ethical leadership as measured by the ELS, was related to
several dimensions of transformational leadership, affective trust in and satisfaction with
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the leader, job dedication, and explained additional variance in several outcome variables.
Based on the review of the literature, this scale seems to be appropriate for this study. See
Appendix A for the ELS scale items. The Cronbach alpha for this scale was: .97
Moral identity. Moral identity represents an individuals’ moral self-concept
(Bergman, 2002) and is a two-dimensional construct that consists of moral identity
symbolization and moral identity internalization (Aquino & Reed II, 2002). The
symbolization dimension is often seen as the public self – the way individuals would like
to be seen by others. Hence, it determines conduct that demonstrates their moral identity
to other and is often also associated with impression management (Winterich et al.,
2013). On the other hand, the internalization dimension is concerned about the centrality
of moral cognitive schemas to the self (Aquino et al., 2011) and determines the
availability of morally applicable knowledge (Aquino et al., 2009). Moral identity
internalization is strongly correlated with moral disengagement (Detert et al., 2008) and
moral conduct (Winterich et al., 2013). Aquino and Reed II (2002) developed a measure
of moral identity that assesses both dimensions with 5-items each. The authors assessed
psychometric properties, and established nomological, discriminant and convergent
validity in three studies. With additional three studies, the authors assessed the predictive
validity of their moral identity measure and demonstrated that it is able to predict
psychological and behavioral outcomes (e.g., self-reported donation behavior, actual
donations). Based on the review of the literature, this scale seems to be appropriate for
this study. See Appendix A for the moral identity scale items. The Cronbach alpha for
this scale was: .85 for internalization and .93 for symbolization.
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Moral awareness. Moral awareness is an individuals’ recognition of moral
aspects in a social context that can reasonably be assessed from an ethical point of view
(S. J. Reynolds, 2006a). Scholars have not yet created an easy to distribute, reliable, and
valid measure to assess moral awareness. As a result, the majority of the research utilizes
vignettes and lets the subjects rate their perception of ethical conduct (Butterfield et al.,
2000; Jordan, 2009; S. J. Reynolds, 2006a). While assessing ethical judgment,
Steinbauer, Renn, Taylor, and Njoroge (2013) developed a vignette that was distribute to
mentors and protégés. In this vignette, the mentors were asked to imagine that their
protégé was late for a dinner meeting. After waiting and trying to contact their protégé,
they leave the restaurant. A couple of days later, they receive an email from their protégé,
asking them to sign a reimbursement form since their protégé arrived late but still ate.
Due to the ethical nature and the identical setting, the vignette appears to be suitable to
assess moral awareness. S. J. Reynolds (2006a) developed a 3-item measure to assess
raters’ moral awareness of a scenario. The items focus solely on the first stage of Rest’s
(1986) moral decision making model and seem to be appropriate to assess moral
awareness in afore-mentioned scenario. Since the measure clearly separates moral
awareness from any judgment function it appears to be well suited for the purpose of this
study. See Appendix A for the vignette and the scale items. The Cronbach alpha for this
scale was .95.
LMX. LMX is a multi-dimensional construct that consists of respect for other
party’s competencies, trust in reciprocity, and continuous social exchange (G. Graen,
Novak, & Sommerkamp, 1982). Due to the high correlation between the dimensions,
scholars proposed a seven item, uni-dimensional scale (LMX 7: G. B. Graen & Uhl-Bien,
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1995a). While the LMX-7 scale is the most commonly used scale (Yukl, 2007), the unidimensional operationalization of a multi-dimensional construct has led to much debate
(Schriesheim, Castro, & Cogliser, 1999). Based on previous multi-dimensional
conceptualization of LMX by Dienesch and Liden (1986), Liden and Maslyn (1998)
created a 12-item, multi-dimensional measure of LMX (LMX-MDM) that measures
affect, professional respect, loyalty, and contribution. While this multi-dimensional LMX
scale helps to identify particular antecedents and outcomes of these LMX dimensions, it
also is has its drawbacks. For example, multiple studies showed poor internal consistency
of the contribution dimension (Bernerth, Armenakis, Feild, Giles, & Walker, 2007; Liden
& Maslyn, 1998; Maslyn & Uhl-Bien, 2001). Moreover, the main critique of the LMXMDM scale is that it does not capture social exchange processes that underlie every
leader-member exchange (Bernerth et al., 2007). Blau (1964) stresses the voluntary
exchange that goes beyond material goods in a mutually beneficial relationship. Since
neither, the LMX-7 nor the LMX-MDM appropriately measures this fundamental aspect
of leader-member exchange (Schriesheim et al., 1999; Sparrowe & Liden, 1997),
Bernerth et al. (2007) created a new leader-member scale that focuses on the social
aspects of the relationship. The leader-member social exchange (LMSX) scale consists of
8 items and captures social exchange as the necessity to continuously engage in voluntary
actions to stay out of debt. After controlling for LMX-7 and LMX-MDM, Bernerth et al.
(2007) were able to predict statistically significant additional variance in contextual and
task performance, turnover intentions, and organizational commitment. Hence, the
LMSX’s focus on social exchange makes it the appropriate scale for this study. Since the
quality of the exchange relationship influences mentors’ motivation to teach and
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protégés’ willingness to accept their mentor’s teaching, I follow Dulebohn et al. (2012)
and I assess both, mentors and protégés LMSX. See Appendix A for the adapted scale
items. The Cronbach alpha was .93 for protégés, .95 for mentors and .95 for the
combined scale.
Control Variables
To account for protégé related characteristics that may influence their moral
disengagement at the end of the mentoring program, I included their initial levels of
moral disengagement (discussed above), their moral personality, social desirability, and
gender as control variables.
Moral personality. Scholars have found that agreeableness, conscientiousness
and openness have important moral implications and are therefore often combined to a
higher order moral personality (Colquitt, Scott, Judge, & Shaw, 2006; McAdams, 2009;
McFerran, Aquino, & Duffy, 2009). Agreeable individuals are describe as cooperative
and friendly and display higher levels of fairness, justice, and moral functioning
(Matsuba & Walker, 2004). Conscientious individuals are described as goal oriented,
dependable, and organized and are more likely to be honest and engage in pro-social
conduct (Hogan & Roberts, 2001; Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007; McAdams, 2009).
Individuals who are open to new experiences are described as broad-minded, tolerant and
imaginative and display higher levels of ego-development and moral reasoning (Costa,
McCrae, & Arenberg, 1980; Kohlberg, 1969; Loevinger & Blasi, 1976). Moreover, these
personality facets may also influence whether protégés are open to their mentors’
teachings and how quickly they adjust their levels of moral disengagement. I assessed
each dimension using the BFI-S scale (Lang, John, Lüdtke, Schupp, & Wagner, 2011).
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See Appendix A for the scale items. The Cronbach alpha for agreeableness was .78, for
openness .88, and for conscientiousness .78.
Social desirability. To control for social desirability, I selected a subset of three
items developed by Crowne and Marlowe (1960) that are also part of the short form A
(W. M. Reynolds, 1982). See Appendix A for the scale items. The Cronbach alpha for
this scale was .83.
Gender. Gender has been wildly studied with regards to individuals’ ethics (for
review see Craft (2012) or O’Fallon and Butterfield (2005)) and also influences the form
and strengths of the mentoring relationship (Baugh, Lankau, & Scandura, 1996; J.
Rhodes, Lowe, Litchfield, & Walsh-Samp, 2008). To account for the effects that gender
has on the change in moral disengagement I include it as a control variable in our
analysis.

57

Chapter 5: Analyses and Results
Construct Reliability
Construct reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability
and average variance extracted (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). As recommended, all scales
exceeded a Cronbach’s alpha of .7, a composite reliability of .7 and an average variance
extracted of .5 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010;
Nunnally & Bernstein). I also ran a confirmatory factor analysis for each scale. Based on
the comparative fit index (CFI > .9) and the standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR < .08) the data fit each one factor solutions well. Note that the model was just
identified for protégé agreeableness, openness, conscientiousness, and social desirability
and for mentor moral awareness. This results in a perfect fit since the estimated
covariance matrix equals the sample covariance matrix. The factor loadings for all items
were well above .5 (Dillon & Goldstein, 1984). Table 1 reports the fit indices, factor
loadings, Cronbach’s alpha (α), composite reliability (CR), and average variance
extracted (AVE).
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Missing Data
This is a longitudinal research design. While this reduces rater biases and
strengthens conclusions about mentors’ influence on protégés’ moral disengagement, it
makes the data collection vulnerable to attrition (Graham, 2009; Ployhart & Vandenberg,
2010). Before one can apply missing data mechanism, it is important to determine why
data are missing. A basic assumption that all missing data mechanism share is that data
are missing completely at random or at least missing at random (Rubin, 1976). Data are
missing completely at random when the missing data are not related to observable and
unobservable scores in the dependent or independent variable. The missing at random
assumption is less stringent and fulfilled when the missing data are not related to the
variable that contains missing data (Kenward & Molenberghs, 1998; Little & Rubin,
2002; Schafer, 1997; Tanner, 1991). To test whether data are missing completely at
random, I used Little’s (1988) chi-square test. A significant chi-square value implies that
data are not missing completely at random. Results of Little’s test indicate that data in my
dataset are missing completely at random (χ2 = 123.47, df = 137, p = .79).
Researchers have developed several ways to address attrition that is missing at
random. Due to the drawbacks of listwise and pairwise deletion (e.g., Graham, 2009: loss
of power, introduced biases, no basis for estimating standard errors), scholars advocate
the use of more sophisticated data imputation methods (Baraldi & Enders, 2010; Horton
& Kleinman, 2007; Schafer & Graham, 2002). One of the most advanced approaches to
address missing data is multiple imputation (Little & Rubin, 2002; Newman, 2003;
Schafer & Olsen, 1998). Multiple imputation generates multiple datasets by imputing
different missing values into each dataset. Due to the random variation, the pooled
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analysis will deliver one set of test statistics with standard errors and parameter estimates
that display consistent and almost ideal statistical properties (Allison, 2001; Newman,
2003).
Due to the relatively small sample size and the number of imputed parameters, I
imputed at the scale level. While this results in power disadvantages, scholars using
Monte Carlos simulations did not find a bias effect on scale level parameter estimates
(Gottschall, West, & Enders, 2012). A prerequisite for imputation at the scale level is that
the scale is homogeneous which can be assessed by analyzing the results of a singlefactor confirmatory factor analysis for each scale and the coefficient alpha. Graham
(2012) recommends that the difference between the highest and lowest loading item for
each scale should not exceed .2 and that the coefficient alpha for each scales should be
above .70. As can be seen from Table 1, all scales were within the threshold for the
coefficient alpha. While a few scales exceeded the recommended difference between the
highest and lowest loading item (displayed as Δ in Table 1), Graham (2012) also noted
that “if all cases have either all data or no data for all of the individual variables making
up a scale, then it makes virtually no difference whether imputation is done at the
individual variable or the scale level” (p. 214). Since, attrition was mainly due to
participants missing one meeting, imputing at the scale level appears to be appropriate.
As recommended, the interaction term was calculated using centered variables
before imputing the data (Dalal & Zickar, 2012; Frazier, Tix, & Barron, 2004). To
determine the number of datasets required, I evaluated the rate of missing values for each
analysis (Graham, Olchowski, & Gilreath, 2007). As expected, regressing the dependent
variable on the interaction effects yielded the highest rate of missing values. The highest
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rate of missing values was .42 (mentors’ moral awareness x moral disengagement) which
suggests to generate at least 42 datasets (Graham et al., 2007). I generated 45 datasets
using MPlus 7.11 and used the pooled analysis to test my hypotheses.
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations
Table 2 displays the means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlations for the
variables of interest. Since my predictors are conceptually related, I assessed the
correlations between variables and the variance inflation factor (vif) to see whether
multicollinearity is a concern. As can be seen, correlations were below the .8 threshold
(Malhotra, Peterson, & Kleiser, 1999). In addition, most pooled vifs were below 5 and all
were well below 10 with the highest being 7.17 (Hair et al., 2010).
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Results
To test hypothesis 1, I used a paired samples t-test to compare the means for
protégés’ moral disengagement before and after the mentoring program. Results of the
paired samples t-test indicated that the mean for protégés’ moral disengagement pre
mentoring (M = 2.13. SD = 1.0) was significantly different from the mean post mentoring
(M = 1.82; SD = 1.03; t(36) = 2.08, p = 0.045), providing support for hypothesis 11. The
direction of the change indicates that protégés’ moral disengagement during of the
mentoring program.
To examine the hypothesized contribution of the different ethical aspects of
mentors in explaining protégés’ moral disengagement, I used hierarchical moderated
multiple regression analysis. In step 1, I regressed protégés’ moral disengagement on the
time 0 base line measure of protégés’ moral disengagement to account for protégés’
individual differences that would equally affect a subsequent measure of their moral
disengagement. If moral disengagement is stable over time, controlling for time 0 would
result in no variance left to explain. In addition, I also included the protégés’ moral
personality, gender, and social desirability as control variables (R2 = .248; p < .05). As
can be seen from Table 3, only protégés’ initial moral disengagement was a significant
predictor (β = .413; p < .01). In the second step, I added mentors’ ethical leadership
skills, moral identity symbolization, moral identity internalization, moral awareness, and
moral disengagement as direct predictors in the regression analysis (R2 = .558; p < .001).
Hypothesis 2 stated that mentors’ ethical leadership is negatively related to protégés’
moral disengagement and was supported (β = -.425; p < .01). Hypothesis 3a, which

1

I used the un-imputed data set to test this hypothesis but also replicated the test using the imputed
dataset (t(59) = 2.011, p = 0.045).

64

predicted a negative relation between mentors’ moral identity internalization and
protégés’ moral disengagement was also supported (β = -.444; p < .05). Since the relation
between mentors’ moral identity internalization and protégés’ moral disengagement was
not significant, hypothesis 3b was not support (β = .167; ns). However, the difference
between internalization and symbolization demonstrates that moral identity
internalization is the stronger predictor, supporting Hypothesis 3c. Hypotheses 4a was
concerned about the relation between mentors moral awareness and protégés moral
disengagement and the results support the direct negative effect as hypothesized (H3a) (β
= -.354; p < .05). While I also hypothesized a direct positive effect of mentors’ moral
disengagement on protégés’ moral disengagement (H5), I did not find support for this
relation (β = -.183; ns).
Interaction effects. To test the moderating effect that mentor’s moral
disengagement has on the relation between mentors’ moral awareness and protégés’
moral disengagement, I added the multiplicative interaction term to the regression
analysis in a third step (R2 = .580; p < .001). However, I did not find support for the
interaction effect as stated in hypothesis 4b.
Finally, hypotheses 6a – 6e were concerned about the moderating effect that the
quality of the exchange relationship has on the previously hypothesized direct relations. I
therefore added the centered quality of exchange relationship as a direct predictor and
each interaction effect separately to step 2. As can be seen from Table 3, results did not
support the hypothesized interaction effects.
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Table 3 – Results of the Hierarchical Moderated Multiple Regression Analysis
Std.
Error

Rate of
missing

.413**

.137

.29

-.084
-.164
.061

.162
.138
.168

.33
.24
.35

0.370**
-0.068
-0.216
0.155

0.131
0.135
0.120
0.143

0.29
0.31
0.28
0.33

-0.425**
-0.444*
0.167
-0.354*
-0.183

0.149
0.193
0.168
0.153
0.174

0.36
0.35
0.27
0.34
0.34

0.343*
-0.062
-0.222
0.150
-0.466**
-0.410*
0.101
-0.307
-0.180

0.143
0.130
0.115
0.144
0.171
0.200
0.204
0.183
0.167

0.32
0.29
0.25
0.34
0.38
0.36
0.34
0.36
0.33

-0.114

0.239

0.42

β
Protégé: Moral Disengagement prementoring
Protégé: Moral Personality
1 Protégé: Gender
Protégé: Social Desirability
R2 = .248; p < .05
Protégé: Moral Disengagement prementoring
Protégé: Moral Personality
Protégé: Gender
Protégé: Social Desirability
2 Mentor: Ethical Leadership
Mentor: Moral Identity Internalization
Mentor: Moral Identity Symbolization
Mentor: Moral Awareness
Mentor: Moral Disengagement
R2 = .558; p < .001
Protégé: Moral Disengagement
pre-mentoring
Protégé: Moral Personality
Protégé: Gender
Protégé: Social Desirability
Mentor: Ethical Leadership
3 Mentor: Moral Identity Internalization
Mentor: Moral Identity Symbolization
Mentor: Moral Awareness
Mentor: Moral Disengagement
Mentors: moral awareness x
moral disengagement
R2 = .580; p < .001
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Table 3 cont. – Results of the Hierarchical Moderated Multiple Regression Analysis

3

3

3

Protégé: Moral Disengagement
pre-mentoring
Protégé: Moral Personality
Protégé: Gender
Protégé: Social Desirability
Mentor: Ethical Leadership
Mentor: Moral Identity Internalization
Mentor: Moral Identity Symbolization
Mentor: Moral Awareness
Mentor: Moral Disengagement
Quality of the exchange relationship
Quality of the exchange relationship x
Mentor: Ethical Leadership
R2 = .618; p < .001
Protégé: Moral Disengagement
pre-mentoring
Protégé: Moral Personality
Protégé: Gender
Protégé: Social Desirability
Mentor: Ethical Leadership
Mentor: Moral Identity Internalization
Mentor: Moral Identity Symbolization
Mentor: Moral Awareness
Mentor: Moral Disengagement
Quality of the exchange relationship
Quality of the exchange relationship x
Mentor: Moral Identity Internalization
R2 = .618; p < .001
Protégé: Moral Disengagement
pre-mentoring
Protégé: Moral Personality
Protégé: Gender
Protégé: Social Desirability
Mentor: Ethical Leadership
Mentor: Moral Identity Internalization
Mentor: Moral Identity Symbolization
Mentor: Moral Awareness
Mentor: Moral Disengagement
Quality of the exchange relationship
Quality of the exchange relationship x
Mentor: Moral Identity Symbolization
R2 = .637; p < .001
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.497**
-.039
-.216
.231
-.346*
-.480*
.171
-.261
-.166
-.265

.143
.152
.112
.136
.154
.188
.159
.163
.159
.153

.296
.303
.254
.300
.367
.354
.275
.360
.303
.330

-.042

.169

.350

.488**
-.001
-.222
.233
-.341*
-.520**
.175
-.247
-.143
-.291

.145
.136
.115
.136
.146
.199
.161
.159
.161
.158

.321
.308
.281
.309
.339
.316
.282
.332
.327
.345

.066

.178

.337

.491**
-.018
-.218
.261
-.317*
-.541**
.149
-.237
-.127
-.307*

.150
.124
.113
.135
.146
.181
.156
.151
.164
.151

.342
.290
.289
.312
.357
.338
.276
.343
.346
.342

.181

.128

.312

Table 3 cont. – Results of the Hierarchical Moderated Multiple Regression Analysis

3

3

Protégé: Moral Disengagement
pre-mentoring
Protégé: Moral Personality
Protégé: Gender
Protégé: Social Desirability
Mentor: Ethical Leadership
Mentor: Moral Identity Internalization
Mentor: Moral Identity Symbolization
Mentor: Moral Awareness
Mentor: Moral Disengagement
Quality of the exchange relationship
Quality of the exchange relationship x
Mentor: Moral Disengagement
R2 = .629; p < .001
Protégé: Moral Disengagement
pre-mentoring
Protégé: Moral Personality
Protégé: Gender
Protégé: Social Desirability
Mentor: Ethical Leadership
Mentor: Moral Identity Internalization
Mentor: Moral Identity Symbolization
Mentor: Moral Awareness
Mentor: Moral Disengagement
Quality of the exchange relationship
Quality of the exchange relationship x
Mentor: Moral awareness
R2 = .636; p < .001

.467**
.040
-.256*
.234
-.366*
-.448*
.121
-.325*
-.133
-.310*

.145
.139
.113
.138
.152
.181
.170
.164
.162
.150

.321
.313
.260
.320
.368
.341
.298
.352
.336
.330

-.157

.155

.337

.508**
.010
-.223*
.271.
-.384*
-.425*
.106
-.214
-.120
-.333*

.143
.126
.113
.133
.156
.196
.159
.151
.173
.159

.317
.302
.288
.292
.375
.370
.258
.324
.353
.345

.172

.147

.351

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Chapter 6: Discussion
Moral disengagement is a cognitive process that allows individuals to knowingly
violate their moral standards by disengaging themselves from their moral self-sanctions
(Bandura, 1986, 1999, 2002b). It is therefore essential for organizations to understand
factors that drive or counteract moral disengagement to reduce or prevent unethical
employee conduct. As a result, scholars have recently started to show an increased
interest in moral disengagement (e.g., Christian & Ellis, 2013; Claybourn 2011; Moore et
al. 2012; Samnani et al., 2013). The present study was designed to test whether moral
disengagement is stable over time as assumed by Moore et al. (2012) or changes in
response to social influences. Based on my thorough review of Bandura’s work, I argued
that moral disengagement is influenced by the environment and developed hypotheses for
mentor characteristics that were expected to affect protégé moral disengagement.
Although the results of the longitudinal study did not support all hypotheses, they are
generally consistent with the idea that individuals’ moral disengagement is malleable and
can be influenced by mentoring. Next, I will elaborate on specific results and discuss
theoretical and practical implications as well as limitations and future research directions.
There has been much debate about trait-like individual differences and state-like
individual differences (Chen, Gully, Whiteman, & Kilcullen, 2000; Mischel & Peake,
1982). Traits are enduring individual characteristics that are not influenced by situational
circumstances and shape individuals’ personality (Costa et al., 1980). They are
responsible for individuals displaying consistent behavioral patterns across different
situations (Block & Block, 1980). While past scholars conceptualized moral
disengagement as a trait (e.g., Moore et al., 2010), I linked moral disengagement to its
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original roots in social cognitive theory and hypothesized that it is more malleable and
thus receptive to influences from the environment. The results of my study support my
hypothesis since protégés’ moral disengagement changed during the course of the mentoring
program. To identify what caused this change, I analyzed several mentor characteristics that
were expected to be theoretically linked to protégés’ moral disengagement.
Ethical leaders engage in normative proper conduct and promote ethical actions
through communication and reinforcement (Brown et al., 2005), and they have been found to
improve many aspects of organizational behavior (e.g., ethical climate, job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, organizational citizenship behavior, etc.) (Avey et al., 2011;
Kacmar et al., 2011; Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, et al., 2009; Neubert et al., 2009). In
addition, they have also been conceptually linked with followers’ moral disengagement
through the leaders’ emphasis on altruistic principles and integrity (Liu et al., 2012). My
study refined the conceptual link and was the first to empirically assess this relation in the
context of mentoring. I found that mentors’ ethical leadership positively affects protégés’
moral disengagement.
Moral identity represents an individual’s cognitive schema of the moral self that is
influenced by the environment (Aquino & Reed II, 2002). The internalization dimension
has been associated with intrinsically motivated principled conduct and honesty (Aquino
et al., 2009; Winterich et al., 2013). My study found that mentors’ moral identity
internalization also affects their protégés’ moral disengagement. I also hypothesized a
relation between mentors’ moral identity symbolization and protégés moral
disengagement. However, the data did not support this link. Moral identity symbolization
determines the degree to which individuals engage in moral conduct to demonstrate their
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moral identity to others (Aquino et al., 2009). While the mentoring context provides a
prime environment for mentors to display their moral identity, the effect might have been
accounted for by their internalized moral identity that intrinsically motivates them to
behave ethically and improve their protégés’ moral disengagement. Winterich et al.
(2013) support this reasoning as they found in two separate studies that “moral identity
symbolization motivates recognized pro-social behavior, particularly among those with
low moral identity internalization” (p. 765). The results of a paired samples t-test show
that mentors scored significantly higher on moral identity internalization (M = 6.5, SD =
.712) than on moral identity symbolization (M = 5.7; SD = 1.04; t(48) = 8.715, p = 000).
Hence, it appears as if moral identity internalization may have accounted for the majority
of the variance in protégés’ moral disengagement.1
Moral awareness relates to the recognition of moral aspects that can be analyzed
from an ethical point of view (S. J. Reynolds, 2006a) and represents the first stage in
Rests’ (1986) ethical decision making model. While it is an important antecedent of
individuals’ ethical conduct, its effects on others have not been studied. My study found
that mentors’ moral awareness was directly and positively linked to protégés’ moral
disengagement.
While I also hypothesized a link between mentors’ moral disengagement and
protégés’ moral disengagement, I did not find support for this relation. This is a
surprising result. Moral disengagement is a cognitive process (Bandura, 1986) and as
such not directly observable. Hence, even though protégés interacted with their mentors
over an 8-month period, they might have been unaware of their mentors’ cognitive
While the two dimensions were correlated, the two factor solution ( χ2= 104.25; df = 35) fit the
data better than the one factor solution (χ2= 154.72; df = 35) providing evidence of discriminant validity.
1
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strategies. Moreover, an internalized moral identity has been linked to lower levels of
moral disengagement (Detert et al., 2008; C. Moore et al., 2012) and has been found to
neutralize even high levels of moral disengagement (Aquino et al., 2007). As noted,
mentors were high in moral identity internalization and may therefore have displayed
lower levels of moral disengagement.
I did not find support for the hypothesized moderating effect of mentors’ moral
disengagement on the relation between mentors’ moral awareness and protégés’ moral
disengagement. One explanation for the lack of support might be that the direct effects of
mentors’ moral awareness, moral identity and ethical leadership explained a significant
amount of variance in protégés’ moral disengagement after controlling for their initial
levels of moral disengagement (R2 = .558; p < .001). In addition, the low variation in
mentors’ moral disengagement might have contributed to the insignificant results. 2
Finally, I also hypothesized that exchange relationship quality would moderate
hypothesized direct effects. While a strong mentoring relationship should improve the
exchange of socio-emotional resources and create a quid pro quo obligation to reciprocate
efforts (G. B. Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995b; Uhl-Bien & Maslyn, 2003), the data did not
support that the relationship quality strengthens mentors’ ability to influence protégés’
moral disengagement. One reason for the lack of support might be that relationship
quality was consistently high for all mentors and protégés. As noted, I collected data from
a formal mentoring program that required mentors and protégés to meet at monthly
formal group meetings and additional one-on-one meetings. As a result, the interaction
frequency was similar for all mentor and protégé pairs. In addition, the mentoring
A paired-samples t-test showed that the means for mentors’ moral disengagement (M = 1.33, SD
= 0.47) was significantly lower than for protégés’ moral disengagement pre mentoring (M = 1.96; SD =
1.16; t(21) = -2.859, p = 0.009) and post mentoring (M = 1.78; SD = 0.87; t(22) = -2.56, p = 0.018).
2
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institute matched mentors and protégés based on protégés’ major and gender. Hence, the
dyads shared common interests and characteristics which may have increased
cooperation, relationship quality (Graziano & Musser, 1982), commitment, and trust
(Levinger, 1979) for all participants equally. The relationship quality measure I utilized
focuses on the social exchange between mentors and protégés. The nature of the formal
mentoring program might have resulted in similar social exchange across all dyads. I
suggest that scholars should consider the multi-dimensional conceptualization of LMX
(LMX-MDM - Liden and Maslyn (1998)) that measures affect, professional respect,
loyalty, and contribution separately in future studies.
Theoretical Implications
By focusing on changes in protégés’ moral disengagement and controlling for
initial levels of their moral disengagement, this longitudinal study answers the call for
more mentoring studies that assess changes in protégés’ conduct (Wanberg et al., 2006).
It thereby contributes to the moral disengagement and mentoring literature in several
ways.
Contribution to the moral disengagement literature. Current conceptualizations of
moral disengagement assume that individuals systematically vary in the ways they use
moral disengagement mechanisms and downplay environmental influences.
Consequently, the field focuses extensively on identifying individual differences as
predictors of moral disengagement. However, Bandura originally embedded moral
disengagement in social cognitive theory and stressed environmental influences
throughout his conceptualization. By finding empirical evidence that protégés’ moral
disengagement is not an invariant personality trait but more of a state-like construct that
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can significantly change over the period of an 8 month mentoring program, I help to
clarify the nature of the construct and the construct domain of moral disengagement. My
study should therefore encourage scholars to look beyond individual difference predictors
of moral disengagement and consider external factors that organizations may be able to
control and use to influence employee moral disengagement.
This is not to say that individuals’ moral disengagement depends solely on their
environment. My results indicate that protégés’ moral disengagement pre mentoring was
a significant predictor of moral disengagement post mentoring (β = 0.370, p = < .001),
even after several significant environmental factors were included in the regression
analysis. This confirms that individuals’ moral disengagement displays stable as well as
malleable characteristics as predicted by social cognitive theory. While this increases the
complexity of moral disengagement, it also provides scholars with the opportunity to
assess an abundant amount of interaction effects between environmental and internal
factors.
Contribution to the mentoring literature. My findings also contribute to the
mentoring literature by providing empirical evidence on the substantial impact mentor
characteristics have on their protégés’ moral disengagement. As a cognitive mechanism,
moral disengagement has been found to predict a wide range of organizational unethical
conduct such as fraud, deviant and counterproductive work behaviors, workplace
harassment, etc. (Christian & Ellis, 2014; Claybourn, 2011; Liu et al., 2012; C. Moore et
al., 2012; Saidon, 2012; Samnani et al., 2014). By linking mentoring to the cognitive
strategies that allow protégés to engage in different unethical conduct, I extend the
boundaries of mentoring past specific unethical behavior such as protégés’ aggressive
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and deviant behaviors (Eby et al., 2008). This stresses the importance of mentoring and
should motivate scholars to develop theories on how to enhance these mentor
characteristics.
While McManus and Subramaniam (2009) have hypothesized a positive relation
between the amount of social support mentors provide and ethical awareness of their
protégés, they found the opposite to be true. One explanation for these inconclusive
findings is that mentors, even though they provide social support, may worsen their
protégés’ moral disengagement, if they are low on ethical leadership, moral identity
internalization, or moral awareness. These protégés may rationalize unethical conduct by
arguing that their mentors don’t value ethical conduct or violate ethical standards
themselves. As a result, my findings help to shed light on these unexpected findings.
Practical Implications
Understanding unethical conduct has been of interest to organizational scholars
and practitioners for decades. Yet, very little is known about what drives employees to
act unethically without facing self-sanctions. By focusing solely on individual difference
predictors of moral disengagement, organizations are limited to screen and select
individuals who are less likely to morally disengage. However, acknowledging that
external factors can contribute to employees’ moral disengagement enables organizations
to create an environment that encourages employees to stay morally engaged. For
example, they can train senior employees to become mentors (Jordan et al., 2013;
Moberg, 2000; Weaver et al., 2005). While mentoring in general does not necessarily
improve protégés ethics (e.g., McManus & Subramaniam, 2009), I found that mentors’
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ethical leadership, moral identity internalization and moral awareness are antecedents of
protégés’ moral disengagement.
Hence, my study suggests that organizations can provide specific training that
improves mentor’ ethical leadership and moral awareness. Moreover, since senior and
junior members often form informal mentoring relationships, organizations are well
advised to provide such training to all senior employees. Mentors moral identity is stable
over time (Aquino & Reed II, 2002; Lapsley & Lasky, 2001; Narvaez et al., 2006) and, as
a result, organizations cannot influence their employees’ moral identity. However, they
can assess and consider it when selecting and assigning mentors. Hence, to further
improve protégés moral disengagement, organizations should evaluate potential mentors’
moral identity internalization.
Limitations and Future Research
This study is not without limitations. For one, the sample was relatively small and
included university student protégés. Consequently, future studies are needed that employ
larger and more diverse samples of working protégés before the results should be
generalized to corporate mentoring programs. In addition, I only assessed mentors’
ethical leadership, moral identity, moral awareness, and moral disengagement. Hence, I
encourage future research to explore additional external factors (e.g., organizational
ethical climate, perceived organizational support, work overload,…) that potentially
influence individuals’ moral disengagement. Identifying other external effects is
important as they may provide boundary conditions that limit individuals’ ability to
morally disengage. For example, in the same way that individual’s moral identity
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internalization neutralizes moral disengagement (Aquino et al., 2007), an ethical
organizational climate might neutralize employees’ ability to morally disengage.
While external factors played a significant role in predicting protégés’ moral
disengagement after the protégés interacted with their mentors over an eight month
period, my findings also indicate that protégés’ moral disengagement before the
mentoring program was a significant predictor of their moral disengagement after the
program. This raises the question to what degree is moral disengagement affected by the
environment? Future studies should therefore focus on the interaction between external
and internal factors that influence individuals’ moral disengagement. In addition,
Kohlberg’s (1969, 1971) cognitive moral development theory suggests that individuals in
lower stages might be more affected by their environment. Hence, future studies should
also assess whether and to what degree environmental influences depend on individuals’
cognitive moral development.
To demonstrate a change in moral disengagement, I collected protégés’ moral
disengagement before and after the mentoring program. While this provided evidence
that protégés’ moral disengagement was influenced by their mentors, I was not able to
assess whether the change is linear or not. For example, it is possible that individuals who
are high in conscientious and open to experience will display change earlier than their
low counterparts. Hence, I encourage future studies to collect multiple waves of data and
use linear growth models or growth mixture models to evaluate changes in moral
disengagement in more detail (Jung & Wickrama, 2008; Muthén et al., 2002).
Finally, moral disengagement is concerned with explaining how individuals can
act unethically without experiencing negative emotions. While explaining and reducing
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unethical conduct is extremely important, this fascination with the “bad” takes valuable
resources away that could be used to explain how universities and organizations can
morally engage their students / employees through mentoring programs. Several scholars
across multiple disciplines use the term moral engagement (e.g., McAlister et al. 2000;
Moreno, 1991; Thorkildsen, 2007; Vischer, 2009; Westheimer, 2008; Winston, 1996);
however, this research stream suffers from a lack of a common understanding of the
construct, its boundary conditions, and how it fits in a greater nomological network.
Hence, I encourage scholars to not only focus their attention on explaining moral
disengagement but take a more proactive stand and focus on moral engagement to
increase ethical conduct.
Conclusion
The power of moral disengagement is astonishing as it can transform average
humans into violent solders or gas chamber operators. Hence, understanding what
influences moral disengagement is the key to reduce unethical conduct. I found that
protégé moral disengagement was susceptible to change and that mentor ethical
leadership, moral identity internalization, and moral awareness influenced protégé moral
disengagement. Having established that protégé moral disengagement responds to
external influences, my study suggests that possibility of countless additional influence
factors that affect individuals’ moral disengagement inside and outside of mentoring
programs that are not yet explored. I encourage scholars to continue studying these
factors and develop programs that create awareness of unethical conduct and reduce
moral disengagement.
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Appendix A: Measures
Moral disengagement: (Moore et al., 2012):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

It is okay to spread rumors to defend those you care about.
Taking something without the owner’s permission is okay as long as you’re just
borrowing it.
Considering the ways people grossly misrepresent themselves, it’s hardly a sin to
inflate your own credentials a bit.
People shouldn’t be held accountable for doing questionable things when they were
just doing what an authority figure told them to do.
People can’t be blamed for doing things that are technically wrong when all their
friends are doing it too.
Taking personal credit for ideas that were not your own is no big deal.
Some people have to be treated roughly because they lack feelings that can be hurt.
People who get mistreated have usually done something to bring it on themselves.

Ethical leadership (Adjusted from Brown, Trevino, and Harrison (2005)
My Mentor …
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Listens to what others have to say.
Tries not to violate ethical standards.
Conducts his/her personal life in an ethical manner.
Has the best interests of others in mind.
Makes fair and balanced decisions.
Can be trusted.
Discusses business ethics or values with me.
Sets an example of how to do things the right way in terms of ethics.
Defines success not just by results but also the way they are obtained.
Asks “what is the right thing to do?” when making decisions.
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Moral identity (Aquino & Reed, 2002)
Listed here are some characteristics you might use to describe a person: Caring,
compassionate, fair, friendly, generous, helpful, hardworking, honest, and kind. The
person with these characteristics could be you or someone else. For a moment, visualize
in your mind the kind of person who has these characteristics. Imagine how that person
would think, feel, and act. When you have a clear image of what this person would be
like, answer the following questions.
1.
2.

I often wear clothes that identify me as having these characteristics.
The types of things I do in my spare time (e.g., hobbies) clearly identify me as
having these characteristics.
3. The kinds of books and magazines that I read identify me as having these
characteristics.
4. The fact that I have these characteristics is communicated to others by my
membership in certain organizations.
5. I am actively involved in activities that communicate to others that I have these
characteristics.
6. It would make me feel good to be a person who has these characteristics.
7. Being someone who has these characteristics is an important part of who I am.
8. I would be ashamed to be a person who had these characteristics.
9. Having these characteristics is not really important to me.
10. I strongly desire to have these characteristics.

LMSX (Bernerth et al. (2007))
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

My protégé/mentor and I have a two-way exchange relationship.
I do not have to specify the exact conditions to know my protégé/mentor will return a
favor.
If I do something for my protégé/mentor, he or she will eventually repay me.
I have a balance of inputs and outputs with my protégé/mentor.
My efforts are reciprocated by my protégé/mentor.
My relationship with my protégé/mentor is composed of comparable exchanges of
giving and taking.
When I give effort at the MILE program, my protégé/mentor will return it.
Voluntary actions on my part will be returned in some way by my protégé/mentor.
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Moral awareness (Steinbauer et al., (2013); Reynolds (2006))
Read the following hypothetical scenario and then answer the questions that follow:
Imagine that you and your mentor or protégé are scheduled to meet for a special ‘one-onone mentoring dinner’ that is sponsored by the MILE program. Meeting and dinner
expenses up to $50 are approved by the MILE program director and are reimbursable. At
the restaurant, you wait for 30 minutes for your mentor/protégé but he/she never shows
up and does not answer his/her phone. The next day you receive the following email:
Hi Protégé or Mentor,
I am sorry I ran late for our meeting/dinner. The traffic was horrible and I could not find
a parking spot for 20 minutes. I would have called but I left my phone at home - I am
very sorry! I guess you must have left by the time I finally arrived at the restaurant. Since
I was starving, I ordered and ate a nice meal. Could you please sign the attached MILE
reimbursement form in the amount of $42 for the meal I ate? I still have the restaurant
receipts.
I am truly sorry for showing up too late. Lunch/Dinner is on me, next time we meet!
Thanks,
xxxxx

1.
2.
3.

This situation could be described as an ethical problem.
There are very important ethical aspects to this situation.
This matter clearly involves an ethical issue.
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Control Variables
Moral Personality (combination of openness to experience, agreeableness and
conscientiousness (Colquitt et al., 2006; McAdams, 2009; McFerran et al., 2009)
Items: (Lang et al., 2011)
The following statements concern your perception about yourself. Your task is to indicate
in the box next to each statement the strength of your agreement with each statement.
Openness to experience
1.
2.
3.

Is original, come up with new ideas.
Values artistic, aesthetic experiences.
Has an active imagination.

Agreeableness
1.
2.
3.

Is sometimes rude to others.
Has a forgiving nature.
Is considerate and kind to almost everyone.

Conscientiousness
1.
2.
3.

Does a thorough job.
Tends to be lazy.
Does things efficiently.

Social Desirability (Crowe & Marlowe, 1960; Reynolds, 1982)
The following statements concern your perception about yourself. Your task is to indicate
in the box next to each statement the strength of your agreement with each statement.
1.
2.
3.

I have never intensely disliked anyone.
I sometimes feel resentful when I don’t get my way.
There have been times when I was quite jealous of the good fortune of others.
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